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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
Art critics in England did not give serious attention to French 
Impressionism as an artistic movement until the early 1880s, when the French 
picture dealer Paul Durand-Ruel mounted the first exhibition of the avant-garde 
group in London.  Their reception in the Victorian periodical press was, similar 
to that in Paris, at first predominately negative.  The accusations were varied, 
including the charge that Impressionist painters deliberately left their canvases 
unfinished, that their unconventional manner of painting reflected the 
revolutionary French character and that they were seducing young, 
‘impressionable’ English artists with their modern subjects and sketchy execution 
techniques.  However, the 1880s were not the first time that paintings by French 
artists elicited a negative response from the English periodical press. 
This study will attempt to prove that the critical reception of French 
Impressionism in the English press was neither novel nor capricious.  Rather, it 
occurred as a direct result of the unprecedented conditions in the English art 
world during the 1870s.  This ‘transitional period’ provides the context necessary 
to fully appreciate the initial negative reception of modern French art in Britain. 
 The 1870s mark the first time when older, more conventional French 
painters as well as younger, more innovative individuals were living and 
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exhibiting in London on a greater scale and in a more or less cohesive fashion.  
At that time, a series of events created the social, political and artistic atmosphere 
the Impressionists encountered when their works first agitated English art critics.  
Art criticism in Britain did not undergo a gradual, clear and unilateral shift from 
Francophilia to Francophobia.  The opinions in the press, rather, became divided 
as to the merits of French painting and existed parallel to each other.  While some 
critics continued to welcome continental painting for the educational influence it 
exercised on British artists, others expressed reservation and suspicion regarding 
that influence, fearing a perversion of English morals.  National identity became 
an increasingly important issue for some art critics, whether they clearly 
articulated or subtly implied it within their reviews.  Moreover, a firm dedication 
to the promotion of an English school of painting hindered some art critics and 
painters from fully embracing artistic innovation from France. 
Frequent reference to primary sources, such as daily and weekly 
newspapers as well as magazines and academic periodicals will aid in the 
process of reconstructing the evolution of art-critical opinion towards French 
painting during the late Victorian age.  With this context in mind, the initial 
inhospitable reception of Impressionism in England will be placed into its proper 
and hitherto neglected context. 
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To my knowledge, scholarly research has not considered in any particular 
depth the period in England between 1870 and 1880 as a unique and 
unprecedented time, both before and after the turn of the century, in terms of a 
divided Victorian press reception of French art.  One of the first to investigate the 
topic of Victorian art criticism was Helene Roberts in the article “Exhibition and 
Review:  The Periodical Press and the Victorian Art Exhibition System” 
Published in The Victorian Periodical Press: Samplings and Soundings, 1982. While 
this serves as a good point of departure for a study of the topic, Roberts does not 
focus on the relationship between English critics and French artists but rather 
provides a general account of the development of art criticism into a serious 
profession in nineteenth-century England. 
The overwhelmingly negative coverage of Impressionism in the English 
press has been well researched and documented.  Kate Flint is one of the 
foremost authorities in the field of Victorian art criticism in general.  Her book, 
Impressionists in England:  The Critical Reception, published in 1984, is an anthology 
of articles and reviews which were published in response to Impressionist artists 
in England.  While it is a valuable resource in reconstructing the development of 
critical opinion, it does not, however, provide the context described above and 
thus tends to lend the appearance that the negative reception of Impressionism 
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was a self-contained phenomenon, independent of previous non-Impressionist 
events.   
Another important, although less specialized article on the topic comes 
from Elizabeth Prettejohn.  Titled “Aesthetic Value and the Professionalization of 
Victorian Art Criticism, 1837-78”, it was published in 1997.  Similar to Roberts, 
Prettejohn evaluates the professionalization of art criticism in England of the 
later Victorian period from the perspective of a historiographer, offering useful 
general information. 
 Most recently, Edward Morris has published an exhaustive and 
comprehensive study of the reception of French art in England during the 
nineteenth century.  In contrast to others, Morris attempts, quite successfully, to 
cover the entire century.  His impressive account ends, however, where Flint’s 
anthology begins, namely with the emergence of French Impressionists in 
England.  While he focuses on French artists in England and provides an 
invaluable account to the scholarship, Morris, like Flint, does not so much 
emphasize the significance of the Barbizon painters as well as Tissot’s circle to 
the type of reception the Impressionism received in late nineteenth-century 
England.  That is the emphasis of this dissertation. 
What, then, makes the 1870s so unique to the history of art criticism in 
England?  During that period the British capital experienced something of an 
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artistic Siege, as numerous French, as well as other foreign, mostly Americans 
and Germans, flocked to London.  A host of new exhibition spaces exposed 
Londoners to more “modern” art from foreign hands than ever before.  
Moreover, several new commercial picture galleries opened their doors, 
providing non-British painters, whom the conservative Royal Academy 
marginalized as ‘outsiders,’ with important alternatives to exhibit their work.  
Furthermore, a host of new periodicals emerged, as did professional art critics, 
offering more serious art criticism.  The relatively sudden increase of a foreign 
and particularly French presence on English soil, however, prompted a more 
critical and often suspicious investigation of their aims, morals and painting 
techniques, all of which came to be viewed and judged in increasing measure 
through the traditionally distorted spectacles of national prejudice.  
The converse effect of the foreign novelties, which were not necessarily 
unsuccessful with the art-buying and exhibition-viewing public, was an almost 
neurotic national self-examination and the fostering of a competitive and envious 
atmosphere in the press.1  The nascent state of the English School of painting 
                                                 
1 There is, of course, a significant difference between the critical press reception and the popular, 
or commercial reception of French painting.  While the opinion of some art critics indeed 
worsened over time, French painters were not unsuccessful with their pictures with English 
patrons. According to William Holman Hunt French artists were patronized by the court, the 
government, public corporations, private sitters and art dealers.  (See William Holman Hunt, 
“The Ideals of Art,” The New Review 4 [May 1891]:  421.)  In fact, it is because of the success they 
had that critics and artists spoke out against continental artists.  If they had not been successful, 
there would not have been a reason to criticize them publicly in the first place.  
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moved into the focus of periodical discussions as critics were confronted with the 
rich painting tradition of the French.  
These conditions set the stage for the arrival of French Impressionism in 
England.  Monet, Pissarro, Renoir, Degas and others encountered a volatile 
atmosphere in which critics were already on heightened alert as to the 
potentially subversive dangers of French morals and their contrived painting 
techniques.  Ultimately, the novel appearance of Impressionist painting allowed 
the more xenophobic critics to disenfranchise French painting as the maxim of art 
and strengthen the bid of English art to fame and glory.  
Such developments, dynamics and issues justify a closer study of French 
art reception during a period when it first developed into a formidable factor in 
the exhibition world of late nineteenth-century England.  The conclusions 
ultimately derived from this study may furthermore aid in better understanding 
and handling the complex relationship between art and national identity in 
general, a topic which has all but lost its relevance in today’s world, when the 
production and consumption of art in an increasingly global art market is bound 
to encounter assumptions and debates that caused a significant stir some one-
hundred and forty years ago.  
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CHAPTER ONE:  English art criticism evolves; publications, foreign painters  
           and exhibition venues multiply 
 
 
 
A number of factors need to be considered in an attempt to faithfully 
recreate the unprecedented developments within the English art world and its 
relations with foreign art during the 1870s.  Each of the factors that will be 
described in this chapter had an impact on the varied press reception of French 
painting for the remainder of the nineteenth century.   
First, the profession of the art critic underwent fundamental changes 
around mid-century which began to take definite shape in the early 1860s.  This 
was the time when the rising middle class, previously not trained in art 
connoisseurship, became affluent enough to patronize the arts.  While critics had 
only occasionally commented on fine arts subjects before this time, art exhibition 
reviews became a staple of daily and weekly newspapers as well as weekly, 
monthly and quarterly reviews and magazines thereafter.  These periodicals 
themselves multiplied as their readership increased dramatically throughout the 
second half of the nineteenth century.  As a result, art criticism developed into a 
more thorough and more ‘critical’ discipline.  In short, it developed from a past-
time into a true profession.   
 At about the same time, some of the rules and traditions upheld by the 
Royal Academy caused a great deal of dissatisfaction among critics, painters and 
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exhibition visitors alike.  The dual responses were moderate reforms at the Royal 
Academy and the creation of new, private exhibition venues and artist societies.  
They attracted painters excluded from the Royal Academy be it because of their 
style of painting, their nationality, political affiliation, gender or any combination 
of these factors.  Several of these alternative institutions of these new galleries 
were established following the arrival of a colony of continental artists, mostly 
French painters, who had come to London as political and economic refugees.   
These conditions – the increased number of more thoroughly trained 
critics, the greater number of platforms for their voices and the new exhibitions 
spaces, many harboring recently immigrated artists – provide the foundation for 
the increase of art criticism that was critical towards novel foreign art. 
 
1.  Evolution of professional art criticism in England 
1.1.  Middle class requires mediation 
Around mid-century, the once art-illiterate middle class began to 
accumulate the wealth necessary to enjoy the fine arts.  That arena had 
previously been limited to the aristocracy.  Unlike the privileged landowners, 
who had gained their cultural education through the grand tour the nouveau 
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riches were at a disadvantage.  They required mediation with regard to fine art.2  
While only the richest of the industrialists was able to actually commission or 
purchase works of art, the majority participated in the consumption of art by 
religiously attending exhibitions and reading critics’ reviews of these fashionable 
events.  The knowledge they acquired in this process has been described as their 
“cultural capital.”3   
George Bernard O’Neill’s painting Public Opinion (1863) (Fig. 1) shows 
members of the English middle-class visiting the exhibition of the Royal 
Academy.  They eagerly crowd around a picture which has presumably received 
a favorable or even sensational review from an art critic.4  Some of them appear 
to refer to the printed review in their hands.  The painting broaches the issues of 
the cultural dialogue involving public, art critics and artists which began to 
intensify from the middle of the century forward.  The American expatriate 
novelist and critic Henry James observed in 1875, albeit some ten years after it 
became apparent to the painter George Bernard O’Neill:  “Art, at the present day, 
                                                 
2 Kate Flint, The Victorians and the Visual Imagination (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 
2000), 168. 
3 Ibid., 177.  Kate Flint also explains, however, that the primary reason for exhibition attendance 
by the people was to take part in a social ritual and to claim a right to the class one was, or 
aspired to be, a part of.  True connoisseurship, she holds, played only a secondary role in this 
process. (176) 
4 Whether O’Neill has titled his painting Public Opinion in order to point out that public opinion is 
almost entirely based on the opinion of art critics, or whether he means to convey the idea that 
the opinion of the public informs the words of critics is unclear, although the former seems more 
probable. 
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is being steadily and rapidly vulgarized . . . it appeals to greater numbers of the 
people than formerly, and the gate of communication has had to be widened.”5  
This widening of the “gate of communication” meant a sharp quantitative 
increase in journalists wanting to specialize in art criticism and consequently led 
to the publication of more art-related periodicals.  In addition, the widening of 
the “gate of communication” meant greater quality in art criticism as a 
professional rather than general discipline.  Before one can therefore truly 
appreciate the unique nature of art criticism in Britain after 1870, one must 
understand where it started. 
 
1.2.  Art criticism before 1860 
During the early years of the nineteenth century, art critics were mainly 
seen as “intermediaries between artist and purchaser.”6  This function carried 
over into the second half of the nineteenth century with the difference that the 
purpose of mediation was no longer solely rooted in economic agendas, but 
incorporated a strong element of public education, independent of any 
immediate personal financial ramifications.  Moreover, early Victorian critics of 
art often acted as champions to specific artists.  These, in turn, depended quite 
                                                 
5 Flint, op. cit., 173. 
6 Elizabeth Prettejohn, “Aesthetic Value and the Professionalization of Victorian Art Criticism 
1837-78,” Journal of Victorian Culture 2 (Spring 1997):  73. 
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heavily on the published opinions of critics, because in contrast to France, 
England offered them neither state patronage, nor a prize or medal system. 
Early Victorian art critics have frequently been referred to as ‘Generalists’ 
and can be subdivided into two basic categories, namely artist-critics and literary 
critics.7  Numerous newspapers of the early Victorian era employed the services 
of actual artists to review fine arts exhibitions.  While these individuals did have 
the practical experience and technical know-how for the job, they often lacked 
                                                 
7 Three principal scholars in this field, Kate Flint, Helene Roberts and Elizabeth Prettejohn, each 
define and categorize these groups slightly differently.  Nevertheless, they all agree that there 
were those critics who focused on narrative qualities and those who highlighted manual 
technique.   
Helene Roberts differentiates according to a critic’s professional training.  She calls all 
critics who were practicing artists of any degree “artist critics” and those with a literary training 
“literary art critics.”  This system, however, is over-simplified, as it does not account for a 
difference between those artists, who wrote about art only occasionally and professional critics 
who had initially undergone some artistic training, but later devoted themselves exclusively to 
art criticism.   
Kate Flint’s differentiation between “Provincialists” and “Specialists” is based on the 
type of publication with which critics were affiliated.  The former group wrote for daily and 
weekly publications and the latter for monthly or quarterly journals.  Flint’s system of 
categorization does not, however, account for specialized art critics who wrote for daily and 
weekly newspapers, such as Tom Taylor at the Times, Frederick Wedmore at the London and 
Evening Standard as well as for the Spectator.  Most importantly, it does not account for the 
Saturday Review’s host of specialists including Palgrave, Hamerton and Atkinson.   
Elizabeth Prettejohn distinguishes between “Generalists” and “Professionals.”  She 
subdivides “Generalists” into practicing artists, whom she calls “artist-critics,” and “literary art 
critics” both of whom occasionally wrote art criticism, the first with a slightly greater focus on 
technique and the second entirely devoted to narrative and emotional qualities.  “Professionals,” 
for Prettejohn, were united by one clear objective, namely to do justice to the formal or aesthetic, 
rather than the narrative aspects of painting.  The author of the present study adheres to 
Prettejohn’s system, as it appears to best incorporate and account for the multitude of 
considerations pertaining to Victorian art criticism. 
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the writing skills necessary to convey their thoughts intelligently.8  Literary 
critics, the second category of early Victorian art critics, on the other hand, wrote 
about all kinds of topics besides art.  In many instances they were novelists 
themselves and could therefore do better justice to the narrative content of 
paintings than their artistically trained competitors.  Furthermore, due to their 
well-developed skills as trained writers, literary critics appealed to a wider 
audience.9  
On the downside, literary critics restricted themselves, or were limited, by 
virtue of their profession, as some painters argued, to discussions of general 
cultural values.  These values were based on the narrative content of a painting 
and were either supplied by the artist or implied by the critic.  Such a focus on 
anecdote was, of course, not accidental.  After all, people in Victorian England 
considered the content of a painting as its true raison d’être, which explains the 
overwhelming preference for anecdotal, narrative scenes.  Outlining the basic 
duties of an art critic, the most famous of all Victorian art critics, John Ruskin, 
advised:  “. . . the best thing he can do is to describe carefully the subject of the 
pictures he thinks likely to please simple people (and) to take no notice of 
                                                 
8 Helene Roberts, “Exhibition and Review:  The Periodical Press and the Victorian Art Exhibition 
System,” in The Victorian Periodical Press:  Samplings and Soundings, ed. Joanne Shattock and 
Michael Wolff (Leicester:  Leicester University Press, 1982):  82. 
9 Ibid., 82. 
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pictures attracting merely by their tricks of painting.”10  In contrast to artist-
critics, therefore, literary critics rarely considered issues of spectatorship or paid 
special attention to the technical aspects of a painting.11  The moral message the 
work communicates and the appropriate emotional response from the viewer 
were paramount issues for these types of critics. 
A key feature generalists from both artistic and literary backgrounds 
shared, is that they invariably published their reviews anonymously.  Working 
incognito conveyed the illusion of objectivity on the author’s part.12  It certainly 
allowed writers to be more bold and honest in their choice of words and resulted 
in a more authoritative tone.  Moreover, anonymity gave the appearance of 
authority.  “An ordinary reader,” Anthony Trollope wrote, “would not care to 
have his books recommended to him by Jones; but the recommendation of the 
great unknown comes to him with all the weight of the Times, the Spectator, or the 
Saturday.”13  On the flipside, Elizabeth Prettejohn counters, not disclosing ones 
penmanship denied the author “public prestige,” a considerable drawback 
                                                 
10 John Ruskin, “Arrows of the Chace,” Works XXXIV, 576, quoted in Flint, 194-5. 
11 Prettejohn thinks that this did not happen by mistake, but was a “deliberate choice.”  She thinks 
literary critics did possess the same know-how as professionals, but chose to use a language their 
audience could understand. (82)  How could they be as well-trained, one may ask, if they did not 
undergo the same rigorous study of art and history as the specialist critics did?  It is more likely 
that literary critics stuck to narrative aspects because their grasp of technical issues was limited. 
12 Prettejohn suggests that anonymity lets ideas appear as public opinion. (74) 
13 Quoted in Wellesley Index to Victorian Periodicals, 1824-1900, CD-Rom (London:  Routledge, 
1999). 
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considering the fact that writing about art meant a form of supplemental income 
for the critics of the press.14  
The earliest self-declared exception to the common practice of anonymous 
reviewing was John Ruskin.  The Victorian sage had earned great respect with 
his impressive body of works published throughout the first half of the 
nineteenth century.  Therefore, his fame would have rendered anonymous 
writing completely counter-productive.  Ruskin entered the business of art 
criticism with his Academy Notes, published between 1855 and 1859.  In these 
signed pamphlets, Ruskin audaciously championed the burgeoning Pre-
Raphaelite movement.  He had no doubt that his long-time theoretical and 
practical study of art qualified him to write about art and, indeed, for quite some 
time Ruskin encountered no serious competition while exercising his authority 
within that field.  This, however, was about to change.  
 
 
1.3.  Art criticism after 1860 
 
Before John Ruskin ever wrote a piece of criticism on contemporary 
English art, Victorian periodicals often complained about the sub-par quality of 
contemporary art criticism.  In 1843, the Fraser’s Magazine charged art critics’ 
with using a “catalogue of cant terms and phrases,” arbitrary and vague in 
                                                 
14 Prettejohn, op. cit., 74. 
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meaning.15  This condition soon led to a call for change from many camps.  An 
author in the New Monthly Magazine, for instance, declared:  “I am convinced we 
should soon improve our painters if we could improve our critics.”16  It was clear 
that something had to be done.   
Change eventually came by way of two key events in the year 1863, a 
historic date in the evolution of professional art criticism in England.  First, an 
aspiring artist, essayist and art critic by the name of Philip Gilbert Hamerton 
published a seminal article in the Cornhill Magazine, wherein he outlined eleven 
points which should constitute, in his view, the main duties and aims of those art 
critics, devoted exclusively to matters of art.  In brief, Hamerton considered it the 
obligation of professional art critics to:  (1) “Utter unpopular truths”; (2) “Instruct 
the public in the theoretical knowledge of art”; (3) “Defend true living artists 
against the malice of the ignorant”; (4) “Prevent false living artists from 
acquiring an influence injurious to the general interests of art”; (5) “Exalt the 
fame of dead artists whole example may be beneficial”; (6) “Weaken the fame of 
dead artists whose names have an injurious degree of authority”; (7) “Speak 
always with absolute sincerity”; (8) “Give open expression to vicissitudes of 
opinion, not fearing the imputation of inconsistency”; (9) “Make himself as 
thoroughly informed as his time and opportunities will allow about everything 
                                                 
15 Fraser’s Magazine 28 (1843):  72, quoted in Roberts, 87. 
16 New Monthly Magazine 69 (1843):  261, quoted in Roberts, 87. 
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concerning the fine arts, whether directly or indirectly”; (10) “Enlarge his own 
powers of sympathy,” and (11) “Resist the formation of prejudices.”17  With this 
formula, the role of professional art critics as public educators in artistic matters 
and sole authorities within that discipline promised to become firmly 
established.  
Many artists, in the meanwhile, were not fond of the idea of being 
excluded from the discourse on their work.  Henry James, himself a literary critic, 
sheds some light on the mounting tensions between the two parties: 
Some painters, we know, scorn the idea of ‘mediators’, and claim to place 
themselves in direct communication with the great mass of observers. But 
we strongly suspect, that, as a body, they would be the worse for the 
suppression of the class of interpreters. When critics attack a bad picture 
which the public shows signs of liking, then they are voted an insufferable 
nuisance; but their good offices are very welcome, when they serve to help 
the public to the appreciation of a good picture which it is too stupid to 
understand.18 
 
Hamerton shared James’ attitude, arguing that “. . . painting seems so simple, the 
object which it proposes to itself is apparently so obvious, that everyone secretly 
believes himself competent to judge of it.”19  Painting, however, is not as simple 
as it may appear, James continued, and does require expert interpretation.  He 
                                                 
17 Philip Gilbert Hamerton, “Art Criticism,” Cornhill Magazine 8 (September 1863):  335-41. 
18 Henry James, “An English Critic of French Painting, 1868,” in The Painter’s Eye:  Notes and 
Essays on the Pictorial Arts, ed. John L. Sweeney (London:  Hart-Davis, 1956), 36. 
19 Flint op. cit., 180. 
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boldly declared that artists were “incompetent to the task.”20  One artist in 
particular, who would actively challenge this premise, was the expatriate 
American painter James McNeill Whistler.  Due to his involvement, the 
burgeoning tensions finally culminated in the notorious 1878 court case in which 
Whistler sued Ruskin for libel. (Fig. 2)  One year earlier, at the inaugural 
exhibition of the Grosvenor Gallery, a private and innovative picture gallery in 
London, Whistler had audaciously reversed Henry James’ claim to authority in 
matters of aesthetic judgment.  He insisted that art critics, particularly those with 
a literary background, were not qualified to write about art, because they did not 
know how to paint.  Whistler argued furthermore that his pictures were neither 
the cause nor the result of his social, physical and cultural environment.  Art that 
existed in such an isolated, vacuum-like state did not answer to anyone but the 
artist.  In his mind, Whistler thus cleverly rendered superfluous the very efforts 
of all contemporary critics and historians of art.   
The dispute between Whistler and Ruskin serves as a prime example of 
the very dilemma P.G. Hamerton’s eleven guidelines for professional art critics 
promised to eradicate.  Not only did he demand a sound education in art theory 
and art history, Hamerton also urged aspiring art critics to gain extensive 
                                                 
20 James, op. cit., 36.  The idea that artists lacked the intelligence and skill necessary to write about 
their work was incidentally also the only issue on which critics of different backgrounds and 
education could agree. 
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practical experience with drawing and painting.  Moreover, Hamerton 
demanded a more thorough understanding of continental art.  Previously, such 
knowledge had not been considered necessary for the evaluation of 
contemporary British art.  Critics, however, wasted little time following 
Hamerton’s counsel and began to travel throughout Europe in an effort to bolster 
their knowledge of foreign art.  This enabled them to compare living British 
artists with the great masters of Europe, which, in turn, increased the stock value 
of British art.   
The most significant difference between generalists and professionals, 
however, is to be found within the actual content of their newspaper and 
periodical reviews.  Professionals, or “true art critics,” as Hamerton called them, 
rejected the narrative reading of paintings so central to the approach of literary 
critics, or “pseudo art critics,” in Hamerton’s words.21  Instead, they focused on 
aesthetic, formal and technical qualities, far beyond that which artist-critics were 
able or willing to do.  Professionals also employed a newly-formulated elitist 
vocabulary which allowed them to exclude the uneducated public from their 
realm, thus exercising exclusive authority within their discipline.  One such 
professional who derived particular delight from the use of jargon was Frederic 
George Stephens.  Stephens was a non-artistic member of the Pre-Raphaelite 
                                                 
21 Hamerton, op. cit., 342. 
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group and served as art editor to the journal of the gentlemen’s club The 
Athenaeum for over forty years.  Harry Quilter, art critic for the Times from 1880, 
was quite put out by Stephen’s linguistic excursions, complaining:  
He has invented a series of phrases to apply to pictures, painters, and art 
subjects in general, which are absolutely excruciating in their combination 
of uselessness, affectation, and incomprehensibility. Sarcasm, abuse, 
ridicule, remonstrance, and entirety have been directed against him in 
vain – nothing and nobody – not even his editor – will, or can induce him 
to write words which are ‘understanded of the people’… The longer, the 
more foreign, and the more incomprehensible that word is, the better he 
will be pleased. He revels verbally in ‘yellow carnations’, luxuriates in the 
‘morbidezza of the chiaroscuro’, takes a refreshing dip in iridescent 
luminosity, and completes his sempiternal polysyllabic meanderings with 
every pedagogic synonym he can find in the dictionary. Is it not 
permissible to ‘gently hate and mildly abominate’ such a persistent 
‘deranger of epitaphs’?22  (emphasis not added) 
 
The reversed “hierarchy of values,”23 in which professional critic focused more or 
less on the artistic arrangement of color and line instead of accepting pictures 
merely as entertaining or moralizing stories, became firmly established among 
professional critics by the end of the 1860s.  Formal aspects were not, however, 
the professional art critic’s sole criteria for evaluating art.  In addition to a firm 
commitment to visual qualities, they shared a common belief in a “spiritual 
value, transcending mere technical skill.”24  This had nothing to do with the 
anecdotal values so prized by literary critics.  It meant, rather, that it was not 
                                                 
22 Harry Quilter, Preferences in Life and Art (1892), 64, quoted in Jeremy Maas, The Victorian Art 
World in Photographs (London:  Barrie and Jenkins, 1984), 178. 
23 Prettejohn, op. cit., 85. 
24 Ibid., 86. 
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enough to possess and exhibit technical prowess, if it was not conceived and 
executed in a higher realm of purpose and meaning.25  This point would prove 
particularly detrimental in the future reception of French painters in England.  
 Hamerton’s eleven duties for aspiring professional art critics became the 
benchmark for full-time art critics for the remainder of the nineteenth century.  If 
faithful to his admonitions, Hamerton promised, his new breed of art critics 
would assert themselves as the undisputed authority on art, untouchable by 
artists, generalist critics and the public.26  These specialized art critics were 
indeed quite unlike their generalist colleagues.27  Armed with self-confidence and 
a reputation to match their intellectual superiority, most of these men, and soon, 
women, proudly signed their work whenever their employers allowed it.  What 
is more, many professionals soon began to re-publish signed versions of their 
                                                 
25 This is important, because, as will be discussed in Chapter Two, those foreign painters whom 
critics often labeled as “clever,” meaning technically gifted, would allegedly depend solely on 
their manual skills for success.  French Impressionists, on the other hand, would frequently be 
accused of lacking or refusing to employ any technical skill whatsoever.  Rarely did any artists of 
foreign nationality satisfy all of the mandates sought by professional art critics.    
26 The following individuals represent the first art critics who enjoyed regular employment by 
specific publications:  Joseph Beavington Atkinson (Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine and, 
according to Prettejohn, the Art Journal) (76), Francis Turner Palgrave (Saturday Review), William 
Michael Rossetti (Fraser’s Magazine), Frederic George Stephens (Athenaeum) and Tom Taylor 
(Times).   
27 It is essential to emphasize that this issue should not be over-simplified.  Literary critics did not 
stand in direct opposition to professional critics.  Most of the professionals came from a literary 
background and continued to write novels, poetry and essays.  The difference is that professional 
critics after 1863 usually did not review literature in addition to art exhibitions. 
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reviews in book form.28  Francis Turner Palgrave, one of these individuals, wrote 
in the preface of his first collection of art criticism titled Essays on Art:  
During the last five-and-twenty years the criticism of Art in England, with 
one memorable exception … (Ruskin), has been mainly confined to 
newspapers. Meanwhile, in France, besides more elaborate writings, 
reviews of the chief exhibitions of the years are now annually collected in 
a permanent form. It has been thought that a similar attempt might be 
found interesting at home.29 
 
William Michael Rossetti, another important professional art critic, responded to 
Palgrave’s collection of reviews one year later with a book titled Fine Art, chiefly 
contemporary, a collection of art reviews originally published in the Spectator, 
Fraser’s Magazine, London Review, Saturday Review, Fine Arts Quarterly Review, and 
Pall Mall Gazette between 1850 and 1866.  Other critics soon followed suit with 
similar anthologies. 
As important as Hamerton’s seminal article was, it was only one of several 
factors instrumental in turning art criticism into a profitable and respectable 
profession in Britain.  Another seminal event was the founding of the specialist 
art periodical Fine Arts Quarterly Review in 1863.  High-brow and elitist, it 
featured the work of all of every notable professional art critic.  The express 
purpose of this “experiment,” as the editor called it, was to acknowledge the link 
                                                 
28 Prettejohn thinks that the critic’s new-found fame and freedom enabled them to write with 
authority about foreign art, “increasingly important on the English art market.”  For instance, the 
Royal Academy began holding a series of old master’s exhibitions in 1870. (78)  Prettejohn says 
nothing, however, about contemporary foreign art being a potential area where specialist critics 
could be of value.  Chapters Two and Three deal with this issue in greater detail.   
29 Francis Turner Palgrave, Essays on Art (London and Cambridge:  Macmillan, 1866), iii. 
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between art and history.  He was convinced that “the true principles of art-
criticism . . . must be derived from its history,” meaning an art critic must 
employ a “historical method” in the study and criticism of art.30  The Fine Arts 
Quarterly Review covered topics ranging from ancient to contemporary art; it 
featured biographical accounts of contemporary French artists, provided detailed 
accounts of London’s numerous exhibitions and even sought to instruct its 
enlightened readers on art theory.  A decidedly francophile journal, roughly one 
quarter of its content was devoted to French art, which exceeds even its coverage 
of British art.31  As with any product in a free market, the supply of this 
periodical arose from a certain demand.  The readership of the Fine Arts Quarterly 
Review, drawn from a relatively narrow segment of upper-class society, had 
enjoyed a correspondingly high standard of education.   
As it turned out, however, the Fine Arts Quarterly Review was too much 
too soon.  Perhaps because it was “too sophisticated,” “too cosmopolitan” and 
“too intellectual,” as Morris surmises, and focused on too limited an audience 
that in 1867, after only four years, the journal had to be discontinued.32  
                                                 
30 Fine Arts Quarterly Review, Preface to Vol. 2 (1864):  i. 
31 Edward Morris, Art in Nineteenth-Century Britain (New Haven and London:  Yale University 
Press, 2005), 212. 
32 Its specialized nature may also be the reason why Alvar Ellegård did not include it in his study 
of Victorian periodicals, titled The Readership of the Periodical Press in Mid-Victorian Britain, 
Göteborgs Universitets årsskrift 63, no. 3 (Göteborg, 1957). 
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Nonetheless, the concept of the Fine Arts Quarterly Review was carried on by 
similar journals. 
With the emergence of an elite group of art critics and another journal 
specialized in the fine arts, part-time artist-critics as well as literary critics found 
their authority in evaluating art seriously undermined.  They simply lacked the 
training and intensive exposure to art professional critics enjoyed.  This did not 
mean, however, that generalists were out of work.  Quite to the contrary, literary 
art critics always retained the majority in the art criticism sector.  Daily and 
weekly newspapers with large circulations actually preferred anonymous 
generalists due to their more general audience.  The National Review estimated, in 
fact, that even in 1887, seven to nine-tenths of all art critics were writing with a 
literary background.33  Specialist publications, on the other hand, such as the 
Saturday Review or the Athenaeum, as well as high-circulation newspapers with a 
well-educated middle- to upper-class readership, such as the Times, relied 
exclusively on the services of professional art critics.   
In short, as Prettejohn correctly pointed out, both generalist and 
professional art criticism is of value to the modern historian of art, because 
“together, they show that the social function of art was not solely the province of 
esoteric discussion in elite circles, but a topic of concern and contention 
                                                 
33 Roberts, op. cit., 82. 
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throughout the periodical press.”34  Moreover, with regard to the present study, 
both types of art critics wrote about foreign art.  No study of this topic would be 
complete without consulting both types of critics. 
 
2.  Newspapers and periodicals multiply 
 
As indicated by the dawn of new journals such as the Fine Arts Quarterly 
Review and Portfolio, the professionalization of art criticism went hand-in-hand 
with an enormous growth in the periodical press.  From mid-century forward, 
new periodicals, newspapers and magazines appeared on the British market at a 
staggering rate.  A series of recent technological advances and educational 
reforms facilitated the enormous output of press material.  First was the 
invention of the power printing press, first exhibited at the Crystal Palace in 
1851.  This was complemented by the newly-created network of telegraph lines 
by mid-decade.  In addition, the use of inexpensive wood-pulp paper, the 
development of machines for type-setting and new means of reproducing 
illustrations, coupled with quicker distribution of printed media via railroad, 
resulted in an increased production of newspapers and periodicals.  
Education reforms were just as important as the progress in the 
technological sector.  The Elementary Education Act of 1870 led to the 
                                                 
34 Prettejohn, op. cit., 89. 
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establishment of schools subsidized by the government.  It mandated the 
elementary education of all English children.  The immediate effects of universal 
education were dramatic.  While the literacy of England’s population never 
exceeded fifty percent between 1750 and 1830, it grew exponentially until the end 
of the century to reach an astonishing ninety-five percent.35  Changes in the cost 
of printed materials also affected the sale of newspapers.  Moreover, the 
newspaper stamp duty was repealed in 1855, which meant that inexpensive 
papers became more affordable to the masses.  The working classes soon 
converted to newspaper reading as prices dropped to penny and, in 1870, even 
half a penny.  This considerable cost decrease catapulted the circulation of the 
London Standard from a mere 46,000 in 1860 to a staggering 170,000 in 1874.36  
Given these figures, it comes as little surprise that a great host of new papers 
appeared around mid-century.  The weekly and monthly periodical press also 
boomed.37  It has been estimated that 554 periodicals were in publication during 
                                                 
35 Sharon J.  Kobritz, “Why Mystery and Detective Fiction was a Natural Outgrowth of the 
Victorian Period” (Master thesis, Boston University, 1970), 6. 
36 Ibid., 10. 
37 The following is a selection of newspapers, magazines and journals founded between 1855 and 
1870.  Daily newspapers:  Daily Telegraph (1855), British Standard (1857), Pall Mall Gazette (1865); 
Weeklies:  Saturday Review (1855), All the Year Round (1859), Once a Week (1859), London Review 
(1860), Public Opinion (1860), Fun (1861), Parthenon (1862), Weekly Review (1862), London Reader 
(1863), English Independent (1867), Tomahawk (1867), Vanity Fair (1868), The Graphic (1869); Monthly 
magazines:  Macmillan’s Magazine (1859), Cornhill Magazine (1860), Temple Bar (1861), London 
Society (1862), Fortnightly Review (1865), Contemporary Review (1866), St. Paul’s Magazine (1867), 
Tinsley’s Magazine (1867), Cassell’s Magazine (1867), Quarterly reviews:  Academy (1869).  In 
addition, numerous specialized reviews, focusing on religion, science, politics and the fine arts, 
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the period under review in this study.38  London was the epicenter of England’s 
mid-Victorian publishing activity, accounting for the vast majority – 
approximately four fifths – of all Victorian newspapers, magazines and 
periodicals.39   
  
 
2.1.  Types of publications 
 
Most of these publications provided their readers with some form of 
information about contemporary fine arts exhibitions. The summer exhibition at 
the Royal Academy, which opened annually on the first Sunday in May, was 
Britain’s premier fine arts event and every publication, regardless of 
specialization provided an art critical review in more or less detail.  The depth of 
coverage depended, to some extent, on the publication’s periodicity, meaning 
whether it appeared daily, weekly, monthly or quarterly.  Art critics who wrote 
for daily newspapers normally had the least time at their disposal and thus 
provided the briefest reviews.  They frequently managed no more than a quick 
overview of featured artists and the titles of their most outstanding paintings, 
sometimes adding a few comments on the narrative of selected works.  The Times 
was an exception to this rule.  As a major daily paper, the Times devoted several 
                                                                                                                                                 
appeared on the market.  Of the latter, the following publications are significant:  Art Journal 
(1849), Fine Arts Quarterly Review (1863), Portfolio (1870). 
38 Ellegård, op. cit., 4.  
39 Ibid., 5.  
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“notices”, or articles, to each exhibition, so that the critic could convey what the 
Spectator described as a “satisfactory impression” and go into relative detail 
about selected works.40  Their specialized colleagues who were writing for 
weekly, monthly and quarterly periodicals, in the meanwhile, were able to 
formulate in-depth analyses of individual paintings, frequently engaging in 
discussions of art theory.  It is true that the subscriptions to such intellectual 
journals amounted only to a fraction compared to mass-distributed newspapers 
and weeklies.  Nevertheless, it must be remembered, as Edward Morris points 
out, that their “easy availability” in gentlemen clubs and libraries resulted in a 
much higher actual circulation.41 
The level of education and social status of each publication’s target 
audience further determined the depth and quality of a periodical’s art coverage.  
Generally speaking, while daily newspapers were readily accessible to all social 
classes from the middle of the nineteenth century, the reviews and magazines 
that appeared weekly, monthly and quarterly continued to be read mostly by the 
upper echelons of society.  They also began to appeal, however, to the ever-
expanding middle class, however, now enjoying the financial means, education 
                                                 
40 Spectator 18 (1845):  474, quoted in Roberts, op. cit., 84.  The readership, Robert continues, 
coincided with the periodicity of the publication.  The more educated the audience, the more 
thorough the review they wanted.  Thus the monthly and quarterly reviews were the most elitist.  
This is not to say that daily papers only appealed to the working class.  Especially the Times was 
read by high-brow readers as well and they employed a professional art critic in Tom Taylor. 
41 Morris, op. cit., 206.  
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and leisure required for intellectual indulgences of this nature.  The following 
constitutes the most important publications consulted in this study. 
Important daily newspapers include, first and foremost, the London 
Times, still a leading newspaper in England today.  During the Victorian period, 
it was actually not the best-selling newspaper.  Priced relatively high at five 
pennies in 1860 and three pennies in 1870, when many competitors had dropped 
to one penny, the Times never surpassed a circulation of 65,000 between 1855 and 
1871.  The significance of the Times in this study stems mainly from the impact of 
powerful, professional art critics on a relatively large body of cross-class readers.  
From 1857 until 1880, Tom Taylor, who was also editor of the satirical magazine 
Punch, served as regular art critic for the Times.  He was succeeded by Harry 
Quilter, also considered a professional art critic.  From the 1850s, the Times began 
to suffer from the rise in competition from the penny press, notably the Daily 
Telegraph (1855 to present).  Soon after its inception the Daily Telegraph dropped 
its price to a penny in order to compete.  By all accounts the strategy worked.  
The newcomer outsold the Times within a year and tripled the circulation of its 
rival by 1870.42  The multi-talented George Augustus Henry Sala, who was 
trained as an illustrator, painter of theatrical scenes, writer and journalist, 
                                                 
42 Ellegård, op. cit., 17.  This figure also corresponds to the difference in price between the two 
competitors. 
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contributed generalist-type art reviews to the Daily Telegraph starting in 1857 and 
continued to do so for over thirty years. 
The Daily News (1846-1930), for whom Tom Taylor also wrote art reviews, 
became another threat to the dominance of the Times when it lowered its price 
from five pennies to only one in 1870, sky-rocketing sales up to 150,000 around 
1870.  Eventually, its circulation settled at a considerable 90,000, approximately 
one third more than that of the Times.43  The Standard (1827-1916) initially 
appeared as an afternoon paper, but in order to compete with the Times, it issued 
a morning edition in 1857.  Two years later, its evening edition, The Evening 
Standard, continued its popularity with England’s middle class.  Priced at one 
penny in 1860, it more than doubled its circulation between 1860 and 1865, 
outselling the Times 140,000 to 63,000 in 1870.  Frederick Wedmore served as the 
Evening Standard’s professional art critic for more than thirty years beginning in 
1878.  The Pall Mall Gazette, which was started in 1865 and merged with the 
Evening Standard in 1923, was a successful gentleman’s evening newspaper.  
Under the ownership of George Smith from 1865 to 1880, the Pall Mall 
Gazette catered to readers from the middle to upper classes with a fairly high 
educational standard.  Among weekly newspapers, the Graphic (1869-1932) bears 
particular value to this study because of the extensive exhibition coverage it 
                                                 
43 Ibid., 16-17. 
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provided.  Under the editorship of W.L. Thomas, this illustrated weekly 
newspaper was the main competitor to the London Illustrated News.  Its literary art 
critics included George Eliot, Thomas Hardy, H. Rider Haggard and Anthony 
Trollope.   
As widely read as daily and weekly newspapers were, most professional 
critics found employment by reviews of some sort.  Among weekly reviews and 
review-type newspapers, which were mostly priced somewhere between three 
and eight pennies, the Saturday Review (1855-1938) is of special interest, as it 
boasted the highest circulation of any weekly review at 20,000 in 1870, and held 
that coveted position despite being the most expensive paper at six pennies per 
copy.  Alvar Ellegård, who has researched circulation and price of Victorian 
press material, places it “far above all other political-literary Reviews of the time, 
both in terms of quality of writing and importance as an organ of opinion.”44  The 
distinguished staff of art critics working for the Saturday Review during its long 
period of existence reads like a “Who’s Who” of professional art criticism.  It 
included F.T. Palgrave in 1863, P.G. Hamerton from 1866 to 1868, J.B. Atkinson 
from 1869 to 1901,45 as well as the progressive art critics R.A.M. Stevenson and 
                                                 
44 Ibid., 24. 
45 Prettejohn, op.cit., 76.  Prettejohn has been quoted in footnote sixteen saying that Atkinson 
continued “probably until his death in 1901.” 
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D.S. MacColl, who joined late in the century.46  The readership of the Saturday 
Review matched the minds of its writers and consisted of highly educated and 
conservatively based members from the middle to upper class. 
The Athenaeum (1828-1920), named after its gentlemen’s club, also counted 
on the services of a specialized staff, such as F.G. Stephens, who served as art 
editor from 1860-1901.  Ellegård compares the status of the Athenaeum to that of 
the Times, arguing that it was “almost indispensable among literary and scientific 
men [because] it provided a much fuller report on events in the learned world.”47  
Although its circulation amounted only to a fraction of that enjoyed by daily 
papers – a steady 15,000 between 1860 and 1870 – the Athenaeum was, after the 
Saturday Review, the best selling of Victorian weekly reviews.  The political and 
literary weekly Spectator (1828 to present) targeted a highly-educated audience of 
politically liberal upper-middle to middle-class readers.  It employed the literary 
critics H.S. Marks in the early 1860s, and Frederick Wedmore beginning in 1868, 
ten years before he took the post as regular art critic for the Evening Standard.  
With a fairly high price of six pennies between 1860 and 1870, the Spectator 
sustained a relatively low circulation of 5000 in 1871.  
There were also numerous fortnightly, monthly and quarterly reviews of 
great importance with regard to art criticism.  The Fortnightly Review (1865-1954) 
                                                 
46 Between 1897 and 1906 
47 Ellegård, op. cit., 22. 
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was the cheapest monthly, priced at two shillings.48  In comparison, most other 
monthlies cost six shillings.  In 1870, the circulation was estimated at roughly 
2,500.  With Frederick Wedmore as regular art critic in 1883, the Fortnightly 
Review appealed to the politically liberal-radical middle to upper class.  The 
Academy (1869-1916) developed in converse fashion to the Fortnightly Review in 
that it was published monthly until 1871 and then turned into a fortnightly 
periodical.  Its art critics in 1885 were Philippe Burty and Claude Phillips, who 
would later write favorably about French Impressionism.  The Academy reached 
approximately 8,000 subscribers of the educated middle to upper class public; a 
relatively high circulation for a monthly periodical.49  Other noteworthy reviews 
were the Contemporary Review (1866 to present), which enjoyed the patronage of 
approximately 4,000 highly educated upper to middle-class subscribers in 1870 
and the Quarterly Review (1809-1967), a political, literary and philosophical organ 
aimed at a similar audience. 
Monthly magazines survived mostly on the publication of serialized 
fiction, adding articles and reviews only as “padding.”50  Joseph Beavington 
Atkinson occasionally provided articles about art to the successful Blackwood’s 
Edinburgh Magazine (1817-1980) since 1859, becoming one of the magazine’s 
                                                 
48 It was issued fortnightly for a year and monthly thereafter. 
49 Ellegård, op cit., 27. 
50 Ibid., 33. 
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regular art critics by 1863.51  Blackwood’s catered to politically conservative upper 
middle to upper class readers of sound education.52  While its price of two 
shillings and six pence remained unchanged from 1860-1870, its circulation 
dropped from 10,000 to 7,000 copies due to cheaper competition, including the 
Cornhill Magazine (1860-1975).  At less than half the price, the Cornhill turned out 
much more profitable than Blackwood’s.  Nevertheless, fierce competition also led 
to a serious decline in the Cornhill Magazine’s subscription from a solid 80,000 in 
1860 to a mere 18,000 in 1870.  With William Makepeace Thackeray as editor in 
1860, the magazine attracted the politically liberal middle to upper class.53 
While all of the above-mentioned publications regularly featured reviews 
from London’s premier picture exhibitions as well as articles on aesthetics, only a 
few periodicals dedicated themselves exclusively to the arts.  The Art Journal 
(1849-1912)54 is widely considered as the first and one of the most important 
Victorian periodical on fine art, particularly with regards to its coverage of 
French art during the nineteenth century in England.55  Under the editorship of 
                                                 
51 His first review of the Royal Academy exhibition occurred as early as 1858.  See Prettejohn, op. 
cit., 75) 
52 Ellegård, op. cit., 33. 
53 Ibid., 33. 
54 It began under the name Art-Union in 1839 and changed its title to Art Journal in 1849. 
55 Each Volume included articles under the heading “Art in Continental States.”  A typical list of 
cities and countries covered in Volume 36, 1874, for example, includes Algiers, Amsterdam, 
Antwerp, Bergamo Berlin, Brussels, Calcutta, Cape Town, Cincinnati, Copenhagen, Corneto, 
Dresden, Düsseldorf, Ecuador, Florence, Geneva, Genoa, Hague, Hamburg, Lexington, Lille, 
Lorraine, Melbourne, Milan, Montreal, Munich, Murano, Naples, New Bedford, New York, Paris, 
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S.C. Hall from 1839-1880 and with art critics such as Joseph Beavington 
Atkinson, it positioned itself in direct opposition to the ideals of John Ruskin and 
the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood.56   
The first publication that challenged the Art Journal’s position was the Fine 
Arts Quarterly Review (1863-1867).  As stated above, it employed all original five 
professional art critics, namely Atkinson, Taylor, Rossetti, Stephens, and 
Palgrave and added P.G. Hamerton to its exclusive list.  The direct heir to the 
Fine Arts Periodical Review, the Portfolio (1870-1893) lasted much longer.  Also a 
competitor to the Art Journal, it was the brainchild of editor and contributor 
Philip Gilbert Hamerton.  Contributors included the original five professional 
critics from the Fine Arts Quarterly Review as well as other high caliber 
individuals, including Lady Dilke, Emily Pattison and Sidney Colvin.57  Aimed at 
wealthy art amateur, each issue of the Portfolio consisted of a monograph on a 
selected artist or group of artists, frequently written and always edited by 
Hamerton himself.  While the Portfolio also invested much time in reviews and 
articles on French art, it made equal efforts to educate the public in matters of the 
English school of painting.  The very first issue contained a multi-article 
                                                                                                                                                 
Philadelphia, Rheims, Rome, Sydney, Toronto, Trieste, Turin, Urbino, Venice.  It also covered art 
in the galleries of Great Britain with a list equal in length to the international shows.  
56 Prettejohn, op. cit., 92.  Prettejohn believes that Joseph Beavington Atkinson served as art critic 
between 1863 and 1869. 
57 Ibid., 79.  Sidney Colvin became Slade professor of fine art at Cambridge in 1873, director of the 
university’s Fitzwilliam museum in 1876 and Keeper of the Department of Prints and Drawings 
in the British Museum from 1884 to 1912.   
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anthology titled “English Painters of the Present Day,” covering the most 
prominent painters of England.58  The Magazine of Art, first published in 1878, 
went beyond the Fine Arts Quarterly Review and the Portfolio in terms of 
challenging the superiority of the Art Journal.  It audaciously supported the 
modern manifestations of French art deemed too daring and ‘too modern’ even 
by the standards of the specialist periodicals founded post 1863. 
As the rising middle class gained access to the realm of the social elite, 
previously limited to the landowning class, they opened up a vast market for art 
critics.  The birth of many new magazines, periodicals and newspapers, which 
facilitated the dispersion of their ideas, can thus be directly traced to the new 
population of agents in this rapidly developing cultural market.  These two inter-
connected entities – art critics and periodicals – were, however, greatly impacted 
by another factor, namely the increased presence of foreign art and artists in 
England.  
 
3.  Foreign painters in London 
 
Britain has a long-standing tradition of importing foreign artists.  Between 
the sixteenth and early eighteenth centuries, the English royal court patronized a 
                                                 
58 Portfolio 1 (Jan 1870), The table of contents includes Edward Poynter, Albert Moore, Edward 
Burne-Jones, Simeon Solomon, Frederick Walker, Edward Armitage, G.F. Watts, Ford Madox 
Brown, Philip Hermogenes Calderon, Arthur Hughes, Windus, Miss Spartali, H.S. Marks, 
Frederick Leighton and George D. Leslie. 
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number of continental portrait painters, including Hans Holbein the Younger, 
Anthony Van Dyck, Peter Lely and Godfrey Kneller.  A second wave of foreign 
painters converged upon London during the nineteenth century.  In contrast to 
their Renaissance predecessors, however, these individuals came on their own 
initiative, rather than by royal summons.  Their patron was not the royal court, 
but the affluent upper and middle classes.  Referred to as ‘outsiders’ in the 
exhibition system of the Royal Academy, they were just as instrumental in 
satisfying England’s healthy appetite for art during the second half of the 
nineteenth century as the European masters had been for hundreds of years 
before.  Delaroche, who was one of the first French painters to exhibit his work in 
England, did so on three separate occasions, in 1844, 1847 and 1850.  Camille 
Corot, Rosa Bonheur, Louis Gallait, Jean-Leon Gérôme and William Bouguereau 
soon followed the summons of the collector and dealer Ernest Gambart to exhibit 
at the so-called French Gallery.59 
 
3.1.  International imports before 1870 
While Gambart regularly exhibited the work of many famous French 
painters at the French Gallery, none of these actually resided in England.  
                                                 
59 Jeremy Maas erroneously states that Meissonier was the first Frenchman to exhibit at the Royal 
Academy in 1841.  According to his own account, Delacroix showed a work there in 1830.  See 
Maas, 1984, op. cit., 151. 
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Following the Crystal Palace exhibition of 1855, London attracted numerous 
other foreign artists to live, work and exhibit in the bustling English capitol.  One 
of the most influential, as well as most controversial figures was the American 
expatriate James McNeill Whistler.  After gaining extensive training in Paris, 
Whistler came to London in 1859, primarily because his painting titled At the 
piano had been rejected at the Paris Salon.  A series of successes at the Royal 
Academy established his reputation as a talented, albeit eccentric individual.  At 
the height of his success, Whistler even briefly served as President of the Society 
of British Artists, but was deposed from the position in 1888 because he 
supported modern French art and, like other progressive exhibition venues of the 
later Victorian period, he reduced the number of pictures accepted for exhibition.  
Despite his turbulent relationship with the art world in England, Whistler 
remained a permanent resident for the rest of his life. 
The Frenchman Alphonse Legros came to London from Paris in 1863.60  
His career progressed quite rapidly.  One year after his emigration, Legros 
landed a position teaching etching at the South Kensington School of Art.  In 
1876 he was appointed Slade Professor at University College London, a post he 
would hold for seventeen years.  Having married an Englishwoman, Frances 
Rosetta Hodgson in 1864, Legros finally adopted English citizenship in 1881.  The 
                                                 
60 Born 1837 in Dijon, France; died 1911 in Watford, England 
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artist’s network with fellow-expatriates was extensive.  A kind of patriarch figure 
within a close-knit circle of French artists, Legros was in contact with Monet in 
1870, helped Fantin-Latour become established in London.  He worked with the 
French sculptor Jules Dalou at the School of Art at South Kensington and 
welcomed the French journalist and future supporter of Impressionism Théodore 
Duret to London in 1871.61   
Henri Fantin-Latour began and ended his life in France.62  During his early 
career in Paris, he formed the Societe de Trois with Whistler and Alphonse Legros.  
After Whistler’s relocation to London, the American encouraged Fantin-Latour 
to join him.  It certainly helped that Alphonse Legros had been living there since 
1863.  Together with the English amateur engraver and soon-to-be close friend 
and patron to Fantin-Latour, Edwin Edwards (1823-1879), Legros introduced the 
novice into the artist circles of London.  Fantin-Latour exhibited a total of twelve 
canvases at the Royal Academy between 1862 and 1870 and then continually 
from 1876 to 1900, experiencing particularly great critical and popular success 
with his flower still life paintings, which he started in 1864.63  As far as his figure 
                                                 
61 According to John House, Legros may have also received Edgar Degas to London in some time 
later.  See John House, “New Material on Monet and Pissarro in London in 1870-1871,” Burlington 
Magazine 120 (October, 1978):  641. 
62 Born 1836 in Grenoble, France; died 1904 in France 
63 Anna Barskaja, Französische Malerei der zweiten Hälfte des 19. und Anfang des 20. Jahrhunderts 
(Leningrad:  Aurora, 1987), 18. 
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painting was concerned, however, Fantin-Latour was less successful.  The 
Observer wrote in 1876:  
If the portraits of Mr. and Mrs. Edwards are, as we imagine, from the 
brush of the celebrated flower painter Fantin, all we can say is that it were 
better for him if he adhered to that branch in which he stands almost 
unrivalled, the lividness of his flesh tones being most unnatural.64  
 
A number of other foreigners soon followed.  French-trained American painter, 
John Singer Sargent, relocated to London from Paris following the scandal of his 
Portrait of Madame X in 1884.  Henry James, an avid supporter, had encouraged 
the move as early as 1882.  Sargent quickly established an enviable reputation for 
his grand manner portraits in London.  The French naturalist painter Jules 
Bastien-Lepage65 also spent several years in England. Although he was trained in 
Cabanel’s academically-oriented studio during the late 1860s, Bastien-Lepage 
soon gained a reputation as an heir to the Realists Courbet and Millet.  
Specializing in realistic depictions of peasants in rural settings, Bastien-Lepage 
finally won the Cross of Legion of Honor in 1879.  At this point, he undertook a 
three-year sojourn to England, where he secured an important royal commission 
for a portrait of the Prince of Wales at Marlborough House.  His great 
breakthrough, on both sides of the channel, however, came in 1880 with the 
immensely popular picture titled Joan of Arc.  That year, Bastien-Lepage was 
                                                 
64 Observer (May 7, 1876):  5. 
65 Born 1848 in France; died 1884 in France 
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represented, albeit to a mixed critical response, at the Grosvenor Gallery, the 
Royal Academy, as well as in Paris.  In 1882, he painted several typical London 
themes, including The Thames at London, The London Bootblack, and Flower-seller in 
London.  Ultimately, his style inspired a following with a group of young English 
painters who would form the Newlyn school and the New English Art Club in 
1886.  Finally, Edouard Manet paid visits to England in 1868 and 1869 and sent 
paintings to the Durand-Ruel’s gallery beginning in 1872.   
These painters came to London at various times between the 1850s and 
the 1870s.  Their motivations for crossing the channel were, of course, mostly 
related to the booming middle-class market for art in England.  Tom Taylor 
noted in the Fine Arts Quarterly Review that London afforded artists at that time 
“a more extensive and better paid employment  . . . than has ever been known in 
any period of history of any century.”66  As the favorable conditions in London 
continued to flourish, the political conditions on the continent suddenly 
deteriorated.  Soon, an even greater number of foreign painters and sculptors, 
mainly from France, would follow the example of Legros, Whistler, Fantin-
Latour, Sargent, Bastien-Lepage and Manet.  Their artistic presence did not go 
unnoticed by English art critics.  Quite on the contrary, it had a significant impact 
                                                 
66 Quoted in Maas, op. cit., 152. 
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on the manner French art was critiqued in the English periodical press for the 
remainder of the nineteenth century.  
 
 
3.2.  Franco-Prussian war brings continental painters to London 
 
In 1870, Prussia goaded France into an ill-fated declaration of war.  
Bismarck, the German chancellor and mastermind behind the carefully staged 
affair, managed to overwhelm his enemy, Napoleon III and deal France a most 
humiliating defeat.  The conflict left Paris in a state of desolation and inflicted 
deep wounds on the economy of the whole country.  During the Siege of Paris 
and the subsequent Commune the living conditions for Parisians where 
exacerbated to the point where numerous refugees went to London.  This wave 
of emigration continued throughout the duration of the ten-month war.  England 
proved relatively hospitable and sympathetic towards their misfortunate guests.  
In early October 1870, the Graphic described the situation in London, reporting 
that it was “full of foreigners, principally French.  They have been arriving in 
shoals for the last few weeks . . . .”67  The author also noted that Parisians from all 
classes of society came seeking refuge in London, and described that in some 
                                                 
67 “Foreigners in London,” Graphic (October 8, 1870):  346. 
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parts of London, such as Soho and Leicester Square, the concentration of French 
immigrants was so immense, that one felt as if in Paris.68 
The war had a profound effect on every French artist of the day.  During 
the conflict, some of them, including Edouard Manet, James Tissot, Ernest 
Meissonier, Felix Bracquemond, Pierre Puvis de Chavannes, Emile Auguste 
Carolus-Duran, as well as Auguste Renoir, Edgar Degas and his friend Henri 
Rouart fought unharmed in the defense of Paris, while others, such as Jules 
Bastien-Lepage, were seriously injured.  The least fortunate of them were Henri 
Regnault, Frédéric Bazille and the sculptor Louis-Alfred-Joseph Cuvelier, who 
lost their lives in the defense of Paris against the Prussians.  A number of artists 
chose to desert France altogether and seek refuge in London, both for political 
and economic reasons.  Paris was in no state to support an art market in 1870 and 
1871.  Subsequently, no Salon was held during the war, as painters had either 
been drafted in the National Guard or had left the city.  Those who chose London 
for their exile did so mostly for the prospect of work.   
Just as their reasons for leaving Paris varied, so did the durations of their 
sojourns.  Some artists only weathered the worst and returned as soon as it was 
safe or reasonable to do so.  Jean-Léon Gérôme was one such individual.  He 
traveled across the channel in 1870 with his family but returned to France after 
                                                 
68 Ibid. 
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the war.  Others stayed for several years while a few remained in London for the 
rest of their lives.  After having spent some time in London where he exhibited 
four pictures at the Royal Academy between 1866 and 1870, the French landscape 
painter and member of the Barbizon school Charles-Francois Daubigny69 
relocated to London because of the war in 1870.70  He quickly established a 
professional and social network in the capitol with fellow-expatriates such as 
Claude Monet, who arrived in September that year.  Monet had been “bought 
out of military service by his family”71 and, leaving wife and child in Le Havre, 
took shelter in London for the duration of the war. Recognizing the talent of the 
young painter, Daubigny was instrumental in introducing the future 
Impressionist leader to the French art dealer Paul Durand-Ruel.  Following the 
war, in 1871, Daubigny and Monet left London together to return to Paris via the 
Netherlands.72  Monet’s close friend, Camille Pissarro,73 a devout anarchist, was 
fortunate to bypass military duty at age forty.74  Besides, Albert Boime suggests 
that Pissarro “had no desire to fight for a regime he loathed.”75  Instead, he, and 
                                                 
69 Born 1817 in Paris; died 1878 in Paris  
70 House, op. cit., 641. 
71 Hollis Clayson, Paris in Despair:  Art and Everyday Life under Siege, 1870-71 (Chicago:  Chicago 
University Press, 2002), 14. 
72 Monet was back in Paris by the fall of 1871 
73 Born in France 1830; died in France 1903 
74 Clayson, op. cit., 14. 
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soon his mother and brother’s family, chose to take refuge at his step-sister’s 
home in South London.  Although Pissarro only stayed for the duration of the 
war, he returned to England frequently in order to visit his son, Lucien, who 
would take up permanent residence in the British capitol.76   
The German-born painter of historical genre, Ferdinand Heilbuth,77 had 
studied painting in Paris and was working there quite successfully when the war 
began.  Heilbuth was no stranger to the English press.  He had received a most 
flattering review by Rossetti in the Fine Arts Quarterly Review’s coverage of the 
1863 Paris Salon.78  Irrespective of Heilbuth’s German birth, English critics 
understood his subject matter and style as French.  In London, he painted mostly 
modern-day subjects of Cardinals and tourists in Rome.  The Spectator pointed to 
the “Parisian” tourists in Rome, calling particular attention to the indecent 
“Parisian dresses,” of the ladies.  These scenes, he thought, could just as well take 
place on the Champs Elysees.79  Heilbuth’s reception in England, therefore, was 
that of a French artist.  Despite an offer by the French government to remain in 
France during the war, however, he chose to wait out the war in London.  By that 
point the painter had earned an enviable reputation in England, so that he, like 
                                                 
76 Trips have been documented in 1890, 1892, and 1897. 
77 Born 1826 in Hamburg; died 1889 in Paris 
78 Fine Arts Quarterly Review 1 (October, 1863).  Considering Heilbuth’s Roman pictures of 
Cardinals, W.M. Rossetti observes:  “Their execution is of the highest order; I have never seen so 
much power of painting united to such keen insight into the varieties of expression.” (253) 
79 “The Grosvenor Gallery:  Second Notice,” Spectator (May 26, 1877):  665. 
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many of his exiled colleagues, continued to send pictures to English exhibitions 
once back in Paris.80  The French Realist painter Francois Bonvin81 was mostly 
self-taught.  By mid-century, he exhibited his genres scenes, depicting the poor, 
together with Courbet.  Because his works were executed in much smaller 
formats to those of his famous colleague, however, Bonvin was not perceived as 
revolutionary as his non-conformist associate.   He therefore qualified for 
membership in the Legion of Honor in 1870.  Bonvin also chose to immigrate to 
London at the outbreak of the war, where he soon made contact with Monet.   
Little is known about Edgar Degas’ visits to London during the early to 
mid-1870s.  Fact is that Degas had several artist friends in London, including 
Legros, Bonvin, the sculptor Dalou, Tissot and Whistler and some 
correspondence between them survives.  In particular, the letters between Degas 
and Tissot make it clear that, like everyone else, Degas was in search of a 
sustainable art market during this time of political and economic uncertainty.  
Despite this fact, Degas never moved to the British capitol.  On 30 September, 
1871, Degas wrote to Tissot:  “They tell me you are earning a lot of money. Do 
give me some figures. (. . .) I might be coming to London soon myself (. . .) Give 
                                                 
80 Heilbuth eventually accepted French citizenship in 1878. 
81 Born 1817 in Paris; died 1887 in France 
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me some idea how I too might gain some profit from England.”82  Theodore Reff 
believes that Degas’ first trip to London must have occurred in October of 1871,83 
but only his second visit in October 1872 has been documented.  This time, he 
was actually only stopping over on his way to his brother, Rene, in New Orleans, 
Louisiana, who was successfully invested in a profitable cotton business owned 
and operated by the Degas family.  Most importantly, on his brief trip to London, 
Degas came in contact with the successful English picture dealers William 
Agnew and Charles W. Deschamps, the secretary of Durand-Ruel’s London 
gallery.  Through these crucial contacts, he was able to establish a reputation in 
the English capitol.84  Moreover, maybe because of Tissot’s help, Degas enjoyed a 
friendly relationship with Thomas Gibson Bowles, director of the fashionable 
magazine Vanity Fair.  Through his aggressive networking activities, Degas 
“hoped to contribute illustrations to the Illustrated London News, which had 
previously employed the services of several well-known French artists, including 
                                                 
82 Edgar Hilaire, Degas Letters, ed. Marcel Guerin and trans. Maguerite Kay (Oxford:  Bruno 
Cassier, 1947), 11-12. 
83 Theodore Reff, “Some Unpublished Letters of Degas,” Art Bulletin 50 (March 1968):  88. 
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Delacroix, Constantin Guys, Guillaume Regamey and Degas’ friend Lorens 
Frölich.”85 
In contrast to those painters who emigrated for economic reasons, 
including Daubigny, Monet, Pissarro, Heilbuth, Bonvin and Degas, several 
French artists came to London out of sheer political necessity.  The French 
sculptor Aimé-Jules Dalou86 fostered strong working-class sympathies while 
living in Paris, making it difficult for himself to attain a successful career in 
Second Empire France.  An active member of the Paris Commune, Dalou served 
as curator at the Louvre under the openly revolutionary-minded Courbet.  He 
fled to England in November 1871, where he waited out the Versailles 
government’s violent reprisals and debilitating sanctions against Communards.  
The journalist and future champion of Impressionism, Théodore Duret, 
described the severity of the situation in Paris shortly after the bloody end of the 
Commune in a letter to Pissarro:  
. . . Dread and dismay are still everywhere in Paris. Nothing like this has 
ever been known . . . I have only one wish and that’s to leave, to flee from 
Paris for a few months . . . Paris is empty and will get still emptier . . . As 
for painters and artists, one might think there had never been any in 
Paris.87 
                                                 
85 Ibid., 113. 
86 Born 1838 in France; died 1902 in Paris 
87 John Rewald, The History of Impressionism (New York:  Simon and Schuster, 1946), 219.  Duret’s 
anxiety was not unsubstantiated.  Having been involved with the Commune himself, Duret 
eventually undertook a journey to the Far East, during which he collected much material that 
would eventually promote the popularity of Japonisme in European painting.  See Sutton, op. cit., 
87. 
 48 
 
 
In London, Dalou earned admiration teaching sculpture at the School of 
Art at South Kensington, where his friend Alphonse Legros also held a position.  
He laid the foundation for the development of the post-classical British school of 
sculpture, executed some public works and even secured the patronage of Queen 
Victoria, for whose private chapel at Windsor castle he fashioned a monument to 
two of the Queen’s young granddaughters in 1878.  In spite of his success in 
England, however, Dalou ultimately decided to return to France in 1880, the year 
following the amnesty of political exiles.88 
Like Dalou, James Tissot came to London with some political baggage.  
Although it has never been documented, some evidence suggests that Tissot, too, 
may have been involved to the Commune to a certain degree.  Be that as it may, 
Tissot felt that he was in immediate danger, for anyone even suspected of 
sympathy with Communard activity was mercilessly persecuted and executed 
by the Versailles government during Bloody Week in May 1871.  Having 
exhibited at the Royal Academy already in 1864, Tissot was fortunate that he had 
built up a valuable network within the London art world.  He stayed in London 
for eleven years, from 1871-1882,89 longer than most other continental refugees, 
                                                 
88 Other French sculptors who exhibited at the Royal Academy and the Grosvenor Gallery during 
the 1870s and 1880s include Carpeaux, Carrier-Belleuse, Paul Dubois, Eugène Delaplanche, Henri 
Chapu, Rodin and others.  See Benedict Read, Victorian Sculpture (New Haven and London:  Yale 
University Press, 1982), 301-2.  
89 Tissot came to London during the Commune in 1871 and left in 1882 “after the death of his 
mistress Mrs. Kathleen Newton,” as Jeremy Maas correctly claims.  This means that he spent 
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and enjoyed great prosperity and popularity.  Tissot probably knew better than 
any of his fellow-expatriates how to reinvent himself professionally in order to 
make a comfortable living as a foreign painter in England. 
The only possible exception was the classical painter Sir Lawrence Alma-
Tadema.  Although not a Frenchman, he was also tremendously successful in 
England.  Born in the Netherlands and trained in Antwerp, Belgium, Alma-
Tadema came to London at the beginning of the Franco-Prussian war when he 
was thirty-four.90  Ernest Gambart, the influential Belgian-born London art 
dealer, had recommended the move because Alma-Tadema’s paintings had 
already proven popular with English customers.  Compared to other foreigners, 
Alma-Tadema enjoyed unusual critical and official recognition in England.  He 
was also very well-connected with London’s high society.  His second wife, the 
young Lauren Epps, was an Englishwoman, which is perhaps one reason why 
Alma-Tadema became an English denizen in 1873.91  This, in turn, must have 
contributed to the painter’s acquisition of full membership in the Royal Academy 
                                                                                                                                                 
exactly eleven years in London and not “over twenty years” as Maas erroneously states.  See 
Maas, op. cit., 152. 
90 Since the first International Exposition in 1855, Belgian painters were generally equated in the 
English press with those from France in terms of style and level of skill.  W.M. Rossetti, for 
instance, confirmed this in his review of the various national schools represented at the 1862 
London International Exhibition, suggesting that “in feeling and style [the Belgian school] is still 
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“mere accessory offshoot” but rather “a living and genuinely national school.”  See W.M. 
Rossetti, Fine Art, Chiefly Contemporary (London and Cambridge:  1867), 133.    
91 The status of denizen may be compared with permanent residency in the United States of 
America.  It denotes being neither a full citizen, nor a true foreigner.  This is also called 
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in 1879.  So popular was Alma-Tadema with the art establishment, the public 
and the royal court that he received a knighthood in 1899, only the eight artist of 
foreign birth recognized with such an honor.92 
This list of émigré artists is certainly not comprehensive.  The artists 
mentioned in this study represent only the best-known and most successful ones 
among all those who came to London as political and economic refugees from 
the Franco-Prussian war.  As all these talented foreign artists converged upon 
London, they sought diligently for opportunities to exhibit their work.  
Subsequently, the number of annual fine arts exhibitions multiplied, particularly 
during the years following the war of 1870. 
 
4.  Exhibition venues multiply 
In December 1870, for instance, while the Franco-Prussian war was still in 
full force, a philanthropic exhibition of fine art, the “Exhibition for the Benefit of 
the Distressed Peasantry of France” was organized.  Among the contributors 
were many of the recently emigrated artists, including Charles Daubigny, 
Alphonse Legros, Baron Gudin,93 Jerome Schreyer, Alma-Tadema, Claude 
                                                 
92 Finally, Alma-Tadema received the Order of Merit in 1907. 
93 Gudin was a painter of marine subjects. 
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Monet, Adolphe Yvon and others.94  The main event in the Victorian art world, 
however, was the annual exhibition of the Royal Academy.  It attracted every 
immigrant artist just as it lured every aspiring English painter to submit their 
work.  In 1871, the Athenaeum noticed the sharp increase in foreign submissions.  
It reported that “an unusually large number of pictures by French artists of 
distinction has been sent to the Royal Academy for exhibition this year.”95  Of 
course, the more paintings were submitted, the more had to be rejected; a 
condition which first resulted in many disgruntled artists and eventually in the 
creation of alternative exhibition spaces. 
 
4.1.  Problems and solutions at the Royal Academy 
The recently immigrated painters from Europe and the United States 
account only in part for the establishment of new art societies and exhibition 
venues.  Another factor is a general dissatisfaction with the policies of the Royal 
Academy.  Founded in 1769 in order to promote patriotic ideals and educate all 
classes of Britain’s public in matters of proper taste, the Royal Academy enjoyed 
national prestige.  Its standing within the Victorian art world was, however, 
somewhat ambiguous.  Despite the sponsorship of George III, The Royal 
                                                 
94 “Exhibition for the Benefit of the Distressed Peasantry of France,” Graphic (December 24, 1870):  
603.  Ever-aware of the neutral course of action England had chosen to follow in the conflict, an 
exhibition for the benefit of the widows and orphans of German soldiers was held the following 
month in London. 
95 “Fine-Art Gossip,” Athenaeum (April 1, 1871):  405. 
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Academy had never officially received a charter.96  Critics therefore frequently 
pointed out that in spite of its official cloak, the Royal Academy was, in reality, 
no more than “a private club.”97  As such, the institution adopted a number of 
measures limiting rights and privileges with regard to membership.  This system 
produced a plethora of aspects that put those not included in the circle of 
privilege at a serious disadvantage.   
First, many were displeased with the elitist rules governing membership 
within the Academy.  Only forty Academicians and twenty Associates were 
admitted into the fellowship at any time.  New Associates were only elected 
upon the death of one of the forty members, meaning that most Associates never 
attained full membership.  Furthermore, Associates, together with a broad mass 
of aspiring contributors not fortunate enough to be invited into Britain’s premier 
art society, were subject to limited rights and privileges with regard to the 
hanging of their pictures.  Since 1809, for instance, so-called ‘varnishing days’ 
were instituted.  During these two days prior to the official opening of the 
exhibition, only full Academicians were permitted to cover their canvases with 
                                                 
96 Roberts, op. cit., 100.  Sidney Hutchison points out in her historical account of the Royal 
Academy that the independence from official government rule did not mean full autonomy.  The 
Academy, she explains, was subject to a royal commission, charged with assessing the 
institution’s success in fulfilling royal mandates.  See Sidney Hutchison, The History of the Royal 
Academy, 1768-1968 (London:  Chapman and Hall, 1968), 118. 
97 Ibid. 
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coats of varnish in order to make them more luminous and noticeable.98  While 
some reform was instituted in 1851 allowing both members and non-members to 
re-varnish in certain instances, only in 1862 did the Academy decide to permit 
members two days and non-members one day to apply to their pictures a final 
‘touch.’  This tradition has been observed at least through the 1960s.99 
The hanging practices of the Royal Academy also caused some art critics 
and artists to call for reform.  In their minds, too many works were hung on too 
little space.  In the record year of 1874 the Academy managed to fit 1,624 works 
of art by a total of 944 artists into the gallery.  Only sixty-five of these pieces were 
from members of the Academy.100  Again, these gentlemen enjoyed remarkable 
privileges.  They had automatic bids to exhibit any eight pictures of their own 
choosing and were free to hang them anywhere on the so-called ‘line’ – the best 
wall space located right at eye height.  All remaining paintings were then 
somehow fit onto the empty wall space like a “giant puzzle,” as the critic M.H. 
Spielmann from the Magazine of Art appropriately put it.101  Two contemporary 
pictures document this over-crowded condition of the Exhibition of the Royal 
Academy during its early years at Somerset House.  Pietro Antonio Martini’s 
engraving of Johann Heinrich nach Ramberg’s painting The Exhibition of the Royal 
                                                 
98 Ibid., 98. 
99 Hutchison, op. cit., 117. 
100 Art Journal 40 (1878):  141. 
101 M.H. Spielmann, Magazine of Art 10 (1887):  194, quoted in Roberts, op. cit., 97. 
 54 
 
 
Academy (1878) (Fig. 3) obviously served as a model for The Exhibition Room at 
Somerset House by Thomas Rowlandson and Augustus Pugin (1800) (Fig. 4).  Both 
works focus on the puzzle-like hanging arrangement in which many unfortunate 
pictures ended up “skied” and others, equally unlucky, were “floored.”102  
The Graphic proposed that members of the Academy, both Associates and 
full Academicians, should be restricted as to the number of paintings they could 
submit.  The benefit of such reform, the critic proposed is that it “would leave 
more of the line open to good work by outsiders, and set free more space off the 
line for pictures that are now rejected in favour of much worse productions of 
Academicians and Associates.”103  Under the present conditions, anyways, the 
chance for the so-called “outsiders” to ever receive fair attention by the press or 
public was poor at best. 
 The chaotic condition on the walls of the Royal Academy reflected the 
events on its floors.  The attendance at this popular social event increased 
annually, until the place quite literally threatened to burst out of its seams.  In the 
late 1850s, the Academy tried to alleviate the crisis, at least for the noble 
members of the upper class not keen on rubbing shoulders, also quite literally 
speaking, with the working class by granting them a ‘private view.’  Though it 
                                                 
102 Kenneth McConkey, “Rustic Naturalism at the Grosvenor Gallery,” in The Grosvenor Gallery:  A 
Palace of Art in Victorian England, ed. Susan Casteras and Colleen Denney (New Haven and 
London:  Yale University Press, 1996), 132.  McConkey writes that this was “habitually” done 
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103 “Exhibition of the Royal Academy,” Graphic (May 12, 1877):  454. 
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was certainly considered a welcome measure of reform at the time, as the century 
progressed, however, even the private viewing quickly grew out of proportion.  
Out of compositional purposes, perhaps, Rowlandson and Pugin arguably left 
more empty space between the visitors to the Academy in their depiction of 
Somerset House than there would have been in reality. 
London’s satirical periodical Punch was less interested in achieving 
compositional harmony, focusing instead on the spatial dilemmas at the Royal 
Academy.  In an illustration titled Strictly Private View, Royal Academy (1890)  
(Fig. 5), Punch poked fun at the not-so-private atmosphere of the supposedly 
exclusive event.  The image depicts a showroom at the Academy as crowded 
with pictures and spectators as it had ever been before the private view was 
instituted.  Though the illustrator relies on hyperbole to convey his point, no 
doubt, he nonetheless manages to do so quite effectively. 
 
4.1.1.  Press Day in 1871 
The main source of consternation for art critics, in particular, was that they 
had to write their reviews in such a chaotic environment.  First, they complained 
that were too many pictures to review in the allotted time and, secondly, they 
had to deal with the immense crowds in the process.  On April 30, 1871, the 
Royal Academy attempted to remedy this problem by affording art critics the 
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opportunity of a “Press Day;” an occasion separate from the private view for 
high society.  This measure of reform elicited immediate and enthusiastic praise 
from those affected.  F.G. Stephens expressed his “warmest thanks” in the 
Athenaeum, adding: 
The old plan caused to critics who desired to perform their office honestly 
an amount of fatigue and positive suffering of which none but themselves 
had the slightest idea. It is honourable to the Academicians as a body that, 
in thus recognizing critics and their duties, they have, let us hope, finally 
abandoned the old system of supercilious behaviour towards those whom 
they individually treated in a more becoming spirit.104 
 
This step signaled to art critics that they had at last earned proper respect as a 
body of professionals.  Britain’s most significant art exhibiting society had 
officially recognized art critics as integral members in what Helene Roberts 
fittingly termed a “symbiotic relationship” between artist, exhibiting institution, 
critic and public.105 
The private view did not, however, completely solve every problem.  
Having been relieved of the battle with the crowds, critics still felt overwhelmed 
by the amount of pictures they needed to review.  The critic Henry Morley 
calculated that if a critic had one minute for each work at the Royal Academy in 
1872, it would take him twenty-two hours to see everything.106  Harry Quilter, in 
the meanwhile, estimated that he viewed “nearly half a million” artworks 
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105 Roberts, op. cit., 81. 
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between 1872 and 1890.”107  Irritated, another art critic from the Saturday Review 
voiced his frustration concerning the matter:  
Does anyone imagine that the art critic likes having eight hours, at the 
utmost, in which to inspect and form his opinion about eighteen hundred 
works of art? Suppose a man goes to the Academy at ten, on the morning 
of the Press view, and stays till six, lunching on a cake of chocolate as he 
walks round, and denied even the refreshment of a cigarette, he will 
probably be removed in the condition of a colour-blind idiot before 
dinnertime. Yet even this conscientious critic would only have, we think, 
twenty seconds and a trifle over to give to each exhibited masterpiece.108 
 
William Powell Frith facilitates a glimpse at these conditions in his picture A 
Private View at the Royal Academy, 1881, (1883) (Fig. 6).  Frith depicts a host of 
exhibition visitors privileged with access to the private view.  Scholars have 
identified a number of artists and art critics, including Oscar Wilde expounding 
his observations to female admirers on the right.  Wilde is enviously watched by 
the hatless, short critic G.A. Sala, and artist Philip Calderon, while the elderly, 
bearded Anthony Trollope stands on the far left, gazing at a group of women in 
bright aesthetic dress.  In between these two worlds of art criticism stands – not 
by coincidence – Frederick Lord Leighton, President of the Royal Academy, who 
converses with a women dressed in a green and blue gown.109  As crowded as 
Frith’s depiction is, there is little doubt that he carefully toned down reality in 
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order to emphasize the variety of high-profile personalities and artistic 
tendencies represented at the Royal Academy in 1881. 
 
 
4.1.2.  The Royal Academy and ‘outsiders’ 
 
While the crowded nature of the walls and floors at the Royal Academy 
presented problems for most English painters, many foreign painters would have 
been grateful for a chance, however remote, to get their pictures into London’s 
premier exhibition at all.  They were, however, not the top priority of the 
Academy.  As an institution devoted to the promotion of English artists, the 
Royal Academy did not go out of its way to accommodate and promote foreign 
painters, although the jury did accept some of their submissions on occasion.  
The art critic Harry Quilter, who replaced Tom Taylor at the Times in 1880, 
compared the insular policies to those of the Academy’s unofficial rival, the Paris 
Salon: 
There is not only a difference of degree, there is a distinction in kind, 
between the annual exhibitions of pictures in France and England, known 
as the Salon and the Royal Academy. The former is not only a national, 
but an international show; the latter, though admitting specimens of 
foreign work, is practically a collection of English paintings, and is chiefly 
the expression of the prejudices and sympathies of our own people.110 
 
To be fair, the degree to which the Academy favored native artists always 
depended on the perspective of its current president.  Frederick Lord Leighton, 
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who presided over the Academy from 1878-1896, was an enthusiastic proponent 
of admitting foreign paintings to the Royal Academy’s exhibitions.  There is a 
great difference, nonetheless, between welcoming foreign paintings and 
extending the artists themselves the opportunity of membership.  Generally 
speaking, it appears that in order to become an Associate and eventually a full 
member, one had to be a British citizen.  Foreigners could only get in on an 
invitation as honorary foreign members.  The six inductees admitted in 1869 
were nonetheless, interestingly, all French.111  One may, however, question the 
motive of such invitations.  Was it the Academy’s love of French painting and 
their desire to reward and promote the careers of foreign painters that motivated 
them to extend membership offers, or should such invitations be interpreted as 
attempts on England’s part to raise the standard of British painting, thus 
answering to the Academy’s national agenda?  It is more likely that the latter was 
the case. 
When foreign artists were fortunate to be accepted for an exhibition, they 
were usually assigned spots that were less than favorable, often far from the 
coveted ‘line.’  In 1864, James Tissot, still living in Paris at the time, submitted 
one of his early medieval subjects to the Academy jury which accepted it.  The 
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Graphic happened to take note of his obscure, little paintings.  The critic 
remarked: 
Owing to its small dimensions and its place close to the floor, special 
direction is needed to point attention to Mr. James Tissot’s unnamed little 
picture of a snow-covered street in a medieval town at night . . . The 
painting of this little picture, and the power with which its dreary incident 
has been conceived and express, should have earned it a better place.112 
 
Considering the limited amount of time at a critic’s disposal, Tissot’s small, 
untitled and poorly hung painting, coupled with the fact that Tissot was virtually 
an unknown in England at this time, it is a miracle that the press took note of 
him at all.  Tissot, however, should be considered a lucky exception among a 
host of foreigners, who struggled to gain exposure in the burgeoning English art 
market. 
 
4.2.  Alternatives for ‘outsiders’ 
 
Despite some of the reforms described earlier, the Royal Academy 
retained an exclusive character and position in the English art world so that the 
ever-increasing host of artists had to keep struggling for exposure.  The Academy 
did not, however, remain the only option available to painters for showing their 
work to the English audience.  Relatively soon after the founding of the Royal 
Academy, new independent societies came into existence, providing 
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underprivileged groups, including women artists, with opportunities to make a 
name for themselves.   
First, there were independent artist societies, such as the British 
Institution, which was founded in 1806 and existed until 1867, as well as the 
Society of British Artists, which held its first exhibition in 1827.  Although 
originally intended as rivals to the Academy, both of these organizations were, in 
Jeremy Maas’ view, akin to the Academy as far as their conservative attitude 
with regard to reform, as well as their tight admission policies were concerned.  
Maas estimates that the jury rejections of these institutions accounted for a 
combined annual surplus of roughly 3,000 art works.113  In 1847, the first Pre-
Raphaelite paintings were shown within the framework of another independent 
society called the Free Exhibition, which later changed its name to National 
Institution of the Fine Arts in 1851.114  Here, artists had the opportunity to rent 
specific wall spaces for the display of their pictures.  As their titles indicate, none 
of these societies and institutions made special efforts to include foreign artists 
working in London.  In fact, similar to the Royal Academy they aimed to 
promote native art and artists.  J.B. Atkinson praised The Society of Painters in 
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Water-Colour,115 in 1867 in Blackwood’s, for instance, for preserving the British 
tradition of water color, “the distinguishing glory of the British school.”116 
The only real opportunity foreign painters had for showing their work 
was in the galleries of private picture dealers.  In August 1848, the Anglo-French 
art dealer John Arrowsmith, whose business was located in Paris, staged an early 
exhibition of French painting in London, in which he included Jules Dupré, 
Rousseau and Troyon.  Maas identifies this pioneering event as “probably the 
first important attempt” at introducing contemporary French art to an English 
audience, anticipating the activities of Paul Durand-Ruel by some twenty 
years.117  This event elicited immediate reactions.  Until mid-century, the biggest 
and most prestigious collectors, including Henry Wallis and the Agnew firm had 
only been concerned with old masters.  From this time on, however, they became 
interested in contemporary foreign art as well.  The Belgian-born dealer Ernest 
Gambart also converted from print seller to art dealer of contemporary paintings 
at that time.  Together with the dealer Henry Wallis, Gambart worked tirelessly 
to foster a taste for French art in England.  As vendors in this market, these 
pioneers came “close to rivaling” the Royal Academy.118  The paintings they 
acquired, exhibited and sold, however, were mostly from French representatives 
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of the conservative academic camp around William Bouguereau and Jean-Léon 
Gérôme.119  The most important private dealer of modern French painting, in the 
meanwhile, was the Parisian picture dealer Paul Durand-Ruel. 
 
4.2.1.  Paul Durand-Ruel and the Society of French Artists 
 
A key figure amongst French exiles in London in 1870, Paul Durand-Ruel 
is best known today as a crucial early advocator of French Impressionism both in 
England and France as well as in North America during the fourth quarter of the 
nineteenth century.  Durand-Ruel had been successfully representing the 
Barbizon School of painters in Paris since he had inherited the family business in 
1865.  When the Franco-Prussian war forced Paris into an artistic and economic 
hiatus, Durand-Ruel fled to London in early September 1870 where he continued 
his activities as mediator to some of the same Barbizon artists he had represented 
in the France.  A savvy businessman, Durand-Ruel quickly recognized a 
potential market for exiled French artists and opened a gallery at 168 New Bond 
Street, where the newly, yet loosely organized Society of French Artists would 
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hold ten exhibitions between 1870 and 1875.120  This new artistic society was to be 
of special interest to English art critics for several reasons.  First, it introduced 
them to some of the most prominent living French landscape painters.  At the 
same time, the Society of French Artists featured works by recently deceased 
figure painters.  The main landscape artists on display were Corot, Millet, 
Daubigny, Dupré, Diaz, E. Breton, Felix Ziem, Rousseau and Troyon.   Durand-
Ruel had brought some of their paintings with him from Paris and later added 
works by more obscure, young French painters, some of whom, including 
Claude Monet and Camille Pissarro, had recently moved to London.  Durand-
Ruel’s exhibitions included, moreover, figure paintings by Ricard, Ribot, Royliet, 
Hamon, Thirion, Michel, Legros and Regnault, as well as pictures from the 
deceased legends David, Ingres, Delacroix, and Greuze.121   
 From its inaugural exhibition in December 1870, when the war in France 
was still in full swing, the English press received Durand-Ruel’s enterprise and 
his painters, by and large, positively.  The Daily Telegraph clarified from the 
outset that the exhibition of the Society of French Artists, must not be confused 
with the French Gallery in Pall Mall, an enterprise associated with Gambart and 
Wallis, the most influential dealers of academic French art.  He underlined the 
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difference intending not in order to downplay the importance of Durand-Ruel’s 
school of painting, but rather to underline its accomplishments in bringing 
together both contemporary artists and old masters.122  The Times also showed 
support.  Tom Taylor encouraged everyone interested in French art to see the 
exhibition in 1870, because it differed in content from other exhibitions 
containing French painting, primarily the French Gallery and McLean’s Gallery. 
The difference, Taylor found, was that “Mr. Wallis and Mr. M’Lean choose the 
pictures for their galleries with reference to English rather than foreign tastes and 
standards.”123  His explanation for the unique style at the Society of French 
Artists was of a nationalist nature.  After all, Taylor argued, Paul Durand-Ruel 
was 
. . . a Frenchman influenced by contemporary French modes in art, and 
thus secures for some of the more daring and eccentric of these a 
representation which but for him they would fail altogether to obtain in 
London . . .124 
 
Even the royal house lent its support to the new French society.  The Times 
reported that Prince Leopold and his entourage attended the second exhibition of 
the Society of French Painters in 1871.125  Despite such official recognition and 
positive notices in the daily press, it is curious to note that not one entry about 
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the contemporary French art of Durand-Ruel can be located in any of the 
numerous monthly or quarterly periodicals.   
The exhibitions of the Society of French Artists did not, as the title might 
suggest, represent only French artists.  Occasionally, it also accommodated 
international talent such as Whistler, Edward Burne-Jones and Jongkind.  
Durand-Ruel thus provided both his fellow-exiles and other “outsiders” with 
invaluable opportunities to display and sell their work on the British market, 
something that was fraught with complication and limitation at English 
institutions, particularly the Royal Academy.  This is not to say that French, 
Dutch and German painters had no options besides Durand-Ruel’s gallery.  
Soon, other venues, aimed at multi-national art, came into existence.  The 
Flemish Gallery on St. James’ Street, for instance, featured not only Flemish, but 
French and Italian painters, including Courbet, Corot, Daubigny, Diaz and their 
French compatriots from the Society of French Artists.  Moreover, the New 
British Institution Gallery on Bond Street was, according to the Observer, 
“another example of that admixture of foreign works of art with those of our 
native school, which has already altered the aspect of our public galleries, and is 
gradually affecting the work of English artists.”126  The most important 
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alternative for all international artists disadvantaged by the Academy’s 
prejudice, however, emerged during the third quarter of the nineteenth century. 
 
 
4.2.2.  The Grosvenor Gallery 
 
In 1877, the wealthy English nobles, Sir Coutts Lindsay and his wife, 
Blanche, recognized the need for an alternative exhibition venue to the Royal 
Academy.  Together with co-directors Joseph William Comyns Carr127 and 
Charles Edward Hallé,128 they established the immensely successful and 
fashionable Grosvenor Gallery.  The annual summer exhibitions, which took 
place between May and July until the gallery’s termination in 1890 were 
important events for contemporary artists of all nationalities to gain exposure 
before English art critics and patrons.   
The Grosvenor Gallery aimed at rectifying many flaws of the Royal 
Academy.  First, and most importantly, the available gallery space amounted 
only to a fraction of what the Academy had at its disposal.  This in itself meant 
the display of significantly fewer pieces.  In the first year Lindsay exhibited one-
hundred and ninety-nine works by sixty-four artists.  This number increased 
rapidly until it had doubled by mid-1880.  Nevertheless, compared to the one- to 
                                                 
127 1849-1916.  Writer, critic, playwright, theater manager, director of the Grosvenor Gallery and, 
alongside Charles Hallé, co-founder of the New Gallery in 1888. 
128 1846-1919.  Portraitist and figure-painter.  Co-founded the New Gallery with Joseph William 
Comyns Carr in 1888.  
 68 
 
 
two-thousand works of art selected for each year’s summer exhibitions at the 
Royal Academy, the Grosvenor Gallery was still a much more manageable 
event.129  To be sure, Lord Lindsay could have crammed many more pictures 
onto his wall space, but this would have contradicted his purpose.  Instead, he 
fairly distributed the pictures onto the available space, ensuring that each work 
was more or less at eye height.  This democratic hanging method ensured 
sufficient ‘breathing room’ between pictures, affording every artwork equal 
visibility.130  Oscar Wilde applauded the conditions at the Grosvenor.  In his 1890 
novel The Picture of Dorian Gray, an aristocrat congratulates an artist upon seeing 
his work: 
It is your best work, Basil, the best thing you have ever done. You must 
certainly send it next year to the Grosvenor. The Academy is too large and 
too vulgar. Whenever I have gone there, there have been either so many 
people that I have not been able to see the pictures, which was dreadful, 
or so many pictures that I have not been able to see the people, which was 
worse. The Grosvenor is really the only place.131 
 
The Grosvenor also revolutionized the process of selection.  Rather than having 
to win the sympathies a jury and being restricted with regard to the amount of 
works one could submit, Coutts Lindsay worked on an invitational basis.  He left 
the decision of how many works to submit to the artist.  Moreover, at the 
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Grosvenor, all pieces by an individual artist were hung as a group, rather than 
being dispersed throughout the entire building.  This allowed visitors a more 
cohesive view of each artist’s body of work.   
The Grosvenor Gallery became a harbor for a wide variety of artists.  It 
attracted a whole colony of painters and sculptors who did not fit the profile of 
the Royal Academy.  Colleen Denney considers them as artists marked by 
“unusual, untried, and progressive talent.”132  The Grosvenor featured 
representatives of the original Pre-Raphaelites133 as well as their later 
representatives led by Edward Burne-Jones.  Moreover, the new gallery appealed 
to members of the Aesthetic Movement around Whistler and became an early 
supporter for British Impressionism.  Furthermore, through Lady Lindsay’s 
special interest, the Grosvenor provided a host of women artists with 
opportunities to show their work better and more fairly than anywhere else in 
London.   
Most importantly to this study, however, was the Grosvenor’s support to 
artists of foreign nationalities.  Lindsay afforded artists of American, German, 
French and Italian nationality ample opportunities to exhibit their work on terms 
that were equal to those their British counterparts enjoyed.  Christopher Newall’s 
detailed study of the Grosvenor Gallery contributors shows that no less than one-
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hundred and forty-seven individuals from thirteen foreign nations (not counting 
Irish, Scottish and Welsh subjects) exhibited their work at the Grosvenor 
Gallery.134  The Royal Academy, in contrast, only admitted a handful of foreign 
artists, except for a brief period during the early 1870s when the initial influx of 
French exiles took place.135   
The largest group of foreigners invited to exhibit at the Grosvenor came 
from the United States, totaling thirty-one.  This was followed by twenty-four 
Germans, twenty-two French and seventeen Italians.  Artists from the 
Netherlands, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Australia, Sweden, Norway and South 
African account for the remainder of the total number of foreigners.  However, 
they only account for a total ranging from one to seven individuals per country.  
As the century wore on, Coutts Lindsay increasingly invited continental artists, 
as well as English citizens, who had received most of their artistic training in 
France.  During the early 1880s, for instance, the French rustic naturalist Jules 
Bastien-Lepage and his British followers George Clausen, Stanhope Forbes, 
Philip Wilson Steer and a host of others who had trained in the ateliers of 
Cabanel, Bouguereau and Gérôme in Paris, proudly displayed their work at the 
Grosvenor Gallery.  Other French artists of distinction included Alphonse 
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Legros,136 James Tissot, Ferdinand Heilbuth, Auguste Rodin, Henri Fantin-Latour 
and even the symbolist Gustave Moreau.137  
Despite embracing many individuals whom the Royal Academy had 
labeled as ‘outsiders’ in terms of membership, artistic style, gender or 
nationality, the Grosvenor, reciprocally, did not exclude members of the Royal 
Academy.  Initially, the progressive measures of reform caused many from the 
conservative camp to view the innovative gallery with suspicion.  Indeed, not 
everyone in the English art world welcomed the Grosvenor gallery with open 
arms.  Many of the Royal Academicians including Frederic Lord Leighton, who 
had been elected President of the old institution in the very year of the 
Grosvenor’s establishment, found themselves quite in a bind.  On the one hand, 
they wanted to preserve the power and customs of the Royal Academy and limit 
the influence of foreign art on English artists.  On the other hand, they also 
wanted to take advantage of the commercial prospects, exhibition venues such as 
the Grosvenor Gallery offered.   
Ultimately, a great number of famous English artists decided to exhibit at 
both venues, while others, such as Edward Burne-Jones, acted more 
idealistically, rejecting the Royal Academy and devoted himself to the Grosvenor 
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Gallery entirely.  Leighton and some of his followers initially accused the 
Grosvenor of challenging the “official” British mainstay, the Royal Academy.  
Charles Emile Hallé, one of Coutts’ co-directors, noted in his memoirs that when 
Sir Coutts first presented his plans for the Grosvenor Gallery to Frederic 
Leighton, the latter responded negatively, saying that “it was a pity to draw off 
so much good work from the Academy,” even calling Coutts’ endeavor 
“unpatriotic.”138  This comment is particularly curious when juxtaposed with a 
statement by none other than John Ruskin which makes precisely the opposite 
point.  Ruskin, the otherwise traditional critic, perceived Lindsay as “a 
gentleman in the true desire to help the artists and better the art of his 
country.”139  In the end, nonetheless, whether moved either by a desire to 
preserve the peace or the prospect for additional exposure, Leighton decided to 
submit several works to the Grosvenor’s inaugural show in 1877.   
Denney thinks that Lindsay invited some traditionalists in order to calm 
the fears of the old institution of being replaced.  Surely, their well-known names 
would help offset the non-traditional character of many other contributors and 
thus appeal to a wider spectrum of the museum-going public.  Indeed, the Times 
previewed, with great anticipation, the opening of the first exhibition in May 
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1877, listing the best-known names – both Academicians and such who had been 
associated with the Academy in the past – for visitors to look forward to.  This 
list, which, reads like a “Who’s-Who” register of London’s premier artists, 
included some notable Academicians and four individuals who served as 
presidents of the Academy during the second half of the nineteenth century:  
Sir Francis Grant, the President, Mr. Millais, Mr. Leighton, Mr. Poynter, 
Mr. Watts, Mr. Leslie, Mr. Alma Tadema are all contributors. . . . Mr. 
Holman Hunt has promised five or six pictures; Mr. Burne Jones . . . Mr. 
Legros, Mr. Spencer Stanhope, Mr Whistler, Mr. Albert Moore, Mr. Walter 
Crane, Mr. Morris, M. Heilbuth, M. Tissot, Mr. Burton etc. . . .140 
 
The Art Journal also recognized the merits of combining traditional and non-
traditional artists, saying:  
It is this catholicity in Art, this generous recognition of every man, 
whatever his method, who shows in his work earnestness and thought, 
which gives special character to the Grosvenor, and makes it a notable 
feature of our time.141 
 
The unique conglomeration of artists convinced Tom Taylor that the Grosvenor 
could not possibly have been set up “in any spirit of animosity of jealous rivalry” 
with the Academy.  The issue of competition, in fact, concerned art critics from 
the outset.142 While the Observer prophesied at the 1876 Royal Academy 
exhibition that “this is the last year in which the Academy will stand without a 
rival [because] 1877 will see an exhibition opened by a very powerful body of 
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seceders from the parent institution,”143 Taylor repeated his point on the 
Grosvenor’s opening day, supporting his argument with the fact that the pictures 
there were not comparable with those at the Academy.144  The Royal Academy 
did have a rule forbidding their members and associates to hold membership in 
other art societies.  This rule, however, was rendered ineffective in 1866.145  The 
fact that the above-mentioned artists, and President Leighton in particular, 
followed Lindsay’s invitation to submit their work suggests that the Royal 
Academy truly did not enforce that rule.  What is more, it suggests that Tom 
Taylor from the Times was mistaken, claiming that the Grosvenor was not a rival 
to the Academy.  After all, the pictures of conservative Academicians would 
have provided the very comparative basis necessary for such rivalry.  Even if 
Lord Lindsay did not conceive his gallery in conscious competition to the 
Academy, the Grosvenor definitely developed into its main rival over time.  For 
one thing, the mere fact that the above-mentioned artists chose to exhibit at the 
Grosvenor meant that the summer exhibitions of the Academy, taking place 
concurrently, were weakened.  In his review of the Royal Academy of 1877, also 
the opening year of the Grosvenor, Frederick Wedmore from the Spectator noted: 
Leighton, Watts, and Poynter . . . send only small contributions. Also 
 Leslie, Marks, Alma-Tadema, Albert Moore, and Marcus Stone all send 
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 comparatively unimportant contributions, while M. Tissot, whose pictures 
 are always among the events of the exhibition, has deserted the 
 Academy.146  
 
Again, the Times shed some light on why the most successful Academicians 
chose to exhibit at the Grosvenor.  In contrast to other exhibition venues, the 
Grosvenor charged their artists neither for the space their pictures occupied, nor 
did it keep a commission for sales.  Instead, it relied on the “traditional shilling 
admission” for revenue, as Tom Taylor informed his readers.147  After all was 
said and done, most artists were practicing their trade for a living and they had 
the opportunity to make a significant profit at the Grosvenor Gallery. 
  Even though French artists did not represent the largest group of 
foreigners at the Grosvenor Gallery, together with naturalized Frenchmen, such 
as Otto Weber and Ferdinand Heilbuth, as well as the Francophiles Whistler and 
Sargent, they did attract the greatest amount of attention from English art critics.  
This was certainly due in part to the fact that, especially in the first exhibition of 
1877, many of these individuals had been assigned to the East Gallery, the first 
room critics saw upon entering the building.  Barbara Bryant is convinced that 
this was no coincidence but a carefully planned strategy by Lindsay to set apart 
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his exhibition from others in London and to highlight its international flavor.148  
For its devotion to continental artists, she credits the Grosvenor Gallery with 
ushering in “a new international spirit” to the art world of England, which 
would continue to spread throughout the remainder of the nineteenth century.149  
Due perhaps in part to this unique conglomerate of artists, coupled with 
Grosvenor’s high profile in London’s fashionable society, art critics eagerly 
reviewed its exhibitions, albeit with various intentions.  While some meant to 
ridicule the artists and their pictures on display, others tried to pass fair 
judgment on the quality of art at the novel institution.150   
In addition to such lavish operations as the Grosvenor gallery, a number 
of other more moderately funded private galleries provided both English and 
foreign painters with additional alternatives for showing their work.  The 
contents page of the Art Journal in 1878 provides a list of no less than twenty-
seven private galleries, not counting major exhibitions which took place 
concurrently.151  While some artists only made occasional use of such institutions, 
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others recognized and took full advantage of their commercial potential.  James 
Tissot, in particular, understood how to draw a profit from the wide variety of 
picture galleries.  During his sojourn in England from 1871 to 1882, Tissot 
managed to exhibit his pictures not only at the Royal Academy,152 but also 
utilized the Grosvenor Gallery as well as every other private gallery of 
distinction.153  With the exception of the Grosvenor, however, none of these 
venues compared with the Royal Academy in terms of ensuring Tissot and his 
colleagues’ adequate exposure to the periodical press and art-buying public.  Art 
critics paid less attention to these private galleries, focusing instead on the larger 
events.   The smaller exhibitions also attracted significantly fewer members of the 
affluent social elite not necessarily as interested in viewing art, as they were in 
seeing and being seen by their peers.   
 
5.  Conclusion 
The ambivalent view of foreign, especially French art in the English press 
of the late nineteenth century is far from arbitrary or capricious.  Rather, it is 
rooted in the participation of the middle class in the art market, the 
                                                                                                                                                 
Gallery, Raven’s Pictures, Simpson’s Drawings, Tidey’s Drawings, Tooth’s Gallery, Wake’s 
Pictures, Walton’s Drawings. 
152 1872-1876, 1881 
153 The most notable private galleries include:  Grosvenor Gallery (1877-79), Dudley Gallery (1877-
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professionalization of art criticism and the subsequent increase in press outlets.  
Moreover, as has been shown, the influx of foreign artists in London following 
political turmoil and economic hardships on the continent also led to the 
emergence of additional art venues.  All of these developments account for a 
general increase in published art criticism.  While these developments may not 
themselves explain why French painting experienced an increasingly derogatory 
treatment at the hands of some English critics, they do provide an important 
basis for understanding art critical material published during the third quarter of 
the nineteenth century.  The second chapter sets up the historical background for 
the popular perception of French people in Victorian England.   
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CHAPTER TWO:  The stereotypical view of the French national character 
  
 
 
1.  Historical basis for French national character 
In order to better understand and appreciate the way the English press 
received French painters living in England during the late Victorian period, one 
must gain an understanding of what events in history account for this 
perception.  Similar to the rest of Europe, Victorian society formulated certain 
assumptions regarding the collective characteristics of foreigners.  With regard to 
the French, their closest neighbor and traditional rival, such notions of national 
character were continually solidified and concrete, as socio-political conflicts 
repeated themselves throughout the preceding one-hundred year history of 
France.  The evolution of national stereotypes in Europe is an integral part of this 
discourse.  Some of the key historical events instrumental in the formation of 
French national stereotypes in England were the Norman invasion, the French 
Revolution of 1789-99, the July Revolution and the 1848 Revolution, President 
Louis-Napoleon’s coup in 1851, the first world exhibition at the famous Crystal 
Palace and, finally, and particularly significant with regard to this study, the 
Franco-Prussian war of 1870-1 along with the ensuing Commune.  
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1.1.  Norman invasion 
England and France had been traditional rivals since the Norman invasion 
of England by Duke William of France.  It culminated in the historically decisive 
Battle of Hastings in 1066 AD, when Norman troops defeated the English forces 
of King Harold II.  The result was the coronation of William as King of the 
Anglo-Saxon and Norman people.  This long-gone event had such a decisive 
impact on subsequent relations between England and France, it continued to 
captivate the interest of English readers during the middle of the nineteenth 
century.   
In one such article, published in 1851 in the British Quarterly Review, 
Martha Jones dealt with issues of national difference between England and 
France.  Despite the geographical proximity recently facilitated through the 
newly-developed railway system connecting Paris and London, Jones was 
perplexed to find that England’s closest neighbor “presents as much radical 
difference,” in terms of national character, as any other country.   Indeed, “the 
radical characteristics” of the French and the English, Jones argued, were “as 
distinct as ever.”154  The author soon cut to the heart of the matter, identifying the 
Norman conquest as the historical cause of the rift between England and France, 
suggesting: 
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No two nations probably have had more opportunities for being 
assimilated, and even amalgamated, than England and France. We have 
come into every kind of connexion with Frenchmen. The Norman French 
invaded and conquered us; and we, under Anglo-Norman sovereigns, 
invaded and conquered them. In England the traces of the invasion are 
many and notable.155 
 
Jones also offered an explanation for why the Norman invasion was still a topic 
of discussion in England more than eight hundred years after the fact.  This 
singular but momentous event, she argued, had left its mark on all areas of 
English life, namely government, law, language, speech and literature.156  Thus, 
the Norman invasion truly had been anything but forgotten in the nineteenth 
century.  On the contrary, it continued to captivate the interest of the educated, 
reading English public.  At the same time, it served as a constant reminder of the 
traditional rivalry between England and France and the supposedly inherent 
differences between their people. 
 
1.2.  Revolutions 
Much has been written about the first great French Revolution and it 
would be redundant to go into details here.  It is sufficient to point out, 
nevertheless, that the ruling classes of England strongly opposed the Jacobins’ 
                                                 
155 Ibid. 
156 Ibid., 334-5.  More than forty years later a poem surfaced, written by Baudri, the Abbot of 
Bourgeuil, which prompted a re-analysis of previous historical conclusions.  Its discovery 
culminated in a book and as well as the following article.  See W.S. Lilly, “National Life and 
Character,” Quarterly Review 177 (July 1893):  105-30. 
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revolutionary ideals, which had caused instability to the monarchial order in 
France.  Following that momentous event, Gallic history repeated itself several 
times over as Napoleon Bonaparte usurped monarchial power in France, waged 
an unsuccessful war against Britain and was consequently exiled.  All of this 
helped to shape the English stereotype of the French as aggressive and 
revolutionary.   
This time, England did not feel immediately threatened by the French 
from afar.  However, the situation changed and intensified during the summer of 
1848, when hosts of French political refugees fled from Paris to London after the 
failed socialist revolution in the French capitol.  Most of them emigrated 
immediately after the coup of Napoleon III in 1852.  It has been estimated that 
approximately ninety percent of the four thousand and five hundred exiles 
returned to France by the declaration of amnesty in 1859, with a few holding out 
until the fall of Louis Napoleon in 1870.157  Fabrice Bensimon, who has studied 
the reciprocal perception of host and guest during that era, found that the British 
government, along with the ruling class and its newspapers pursued an agenda 
of unilateral antagonism towards the French exiles.  They nursed serious 
concerns that the refugees’ revolutionary spirit could harm England’s political 
                                                 
157 Fabrice Bensimon, “The French Exiles and the British,” in Exiles from European Revolutions:  
Refugees in Mid-Victorian England, ed. Sabine Freitag (New York:  Berghahn, 2003), 89. 
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stability.  For this reason, most French Republicans found themselves ostracized 
from all aspects of English social life. 
The popular image of the French people continued to sustain damage 
during this period.  The English press described most exiles as “sexually 
licentious,” “vulgar,”158 as well as “subversive and dishonest.”159  Moreover, as 
France’s history of political upheaval had repeated itself several times over, some 
English authors clearly considered the French “prone to revolutions.”  
Bensimon’s study of English attitudes during mid-century finally shows that the 
French were haunted by the negative reputation of being “excitable and 
violent,”160 as well as “proud and expansionist.”161  This was particularly 
significant, because it led the English to fear that France would try to invade their 
country.  It became apparent that this fear was not entirely unsubstantiated when 
yet another Napoleon attempted yet another coup. 
 
1.3.  Louis-Napoleon’s coup d’état 
In 1851, Louis-Napoleon, who had been elected President of France in 
1848 following the failed socialist revolution, usurped dictatorial power.  The 
official abolition of the Second Republic and the foundation of the Second French 
                                                 
158 Ibid., 93. 
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160 Ibid., 95. 
161 Ibid., 96. 
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Empire exactly one year later, in December 1852, led many in England to doubt 
France’s goodwill toward her neighbor.  England felt confronted with the viable, 
imminent threat of another French invasion.  In response to this crisis, numerous 
articles appeared in the newspaper and periodical press, many of which focused 
on the issue of national defense.  In one such article, published in the Times in 
1852, a certain J. Macgregor compared the naval forces of England with those of 
France, outlining in detailed numbers and figures the war-capacity of each 
nation’s fleet.  This type of muscle-play was a staple in the English press during 
the early 1850s.  The author celebrated the supposed moral virtues of England 
and underlined the humane and altruistic manner in which England had 
historically treated all people and nations persecuted by despotic governments.  
Macgregor concluded with a warning, which sheds some light on the seriousness 
of the situation and illustrates the extent to which neighborly relations between 
England and France had deteriorated.  He declared: 
. . . if by any act of madness or wickedness any attempt were to be made 
by France to invade England, which I would deplore, then the naval 
power of our country would not only repel effectually such an attempt, 
but blockade every port in France, destroy her maritime trade and 
navigation deprive the manufacturers of that country of the means of 
obtaining raw materials, and, probably, in the sequel destroy her military 
as well as mercantile navy. We did this before, we can, but we hope we 
shall not be provoked to do so again.162 
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Jonathan Ribner has researched the impact of invasion fears around mid-
century on the English art world.  The problem for England, Ribner explains, 
stems from the fear that France would sooner or later seek revenge for 
Napoleon’s ill-fated battle at Waterloo.  Confirming this far-reaching anxiety, the 
painter William Holman Hunt published an intensely anti-French article in an 
English periodical.  Hunt alarmed his fellow-countrymen with regard to the 
imminent dangers posed by the French and advocated radical and absolute safe-
guarding against all foreign influence.  His admonition was resolute and 
unconditional:  “Let no sentinel, on our confines, stand aside and allow to pass 
the derider of national purity.”163  The fact that Hunt had ulterior motives for his 
xenophobic rhetoric against a supposed enemy will be discussed in more detail 
in Chapter Three. 
 
1.4.  Travel reports 
In addition to the historical events described above, travel reports of 
English tourists visiting the continent also played a significant role in shaping 
national prejudice towards the French.  The genre of travel literature went hand 
in hand with the Grand Tour of the privileged class during the eighteenth and 
first decades of the nineteenth century.  The experiences described in such travel 
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diaries paint a simplified, homogenous picture of ‘typical’ French men and 
women.  The English painter Thomas Uwins was working in France following 
the Napoleonic era and described his experience as follows: 
Paris is the seat of Pleasure; here the ruling goddess holds her court, and 
here her votaries assemble in thousands. The Parisians, from the highest 
to the lowest, know no other principle of action. Religion, there is none; 
and French morality is mere expediency . . . Paris is certainly the centre of 
everything that is enchanting and voluptuous and I should belie my 
conscience were I to say that I have not felt its effects on my own mind. I 
do consider it a most dangerous place; and I will certainly never trust 
myself in it again without something that shall occupy every moment of 
my time.164     
 
Most English writers and readers shared the view of Paris as the center of 
worldliness.  This is not to say, however, that such stereotypes always remained 
unchallenged.  Writing in 1824 for the New Monthly Magazine and Literary Journal, 
Cyrus Redding attempted to question the validity of these traditional prejudices.  
In the process, however, he ended up only justifying their place.  For instance, 
the stereotypical Frenchman was always “a man of the world.”165  Redding did 
acknowledge that some stereotypes had evolved through pseudo-scientific 
comparison.  Because men were “more visible” to tourists than women, he 
argued, their picture was subject to constant re-evaluation.  Although Redding 
suspected the stereotypes regarding French women to be outdated, he regretted 
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having to confirm that ultimately “the old hypotheses hold good.”  The 
generalized view of immoral French ladies of the eighteenth century “whose 
coquetry and licentiousness we learn from our reading” was still viable in the 
nineteenth century, he wrote.166  Finally, Redding concluded:  “The ugliest race in 
the world, without exception, are French countrywomen; compare them with 
those of England, Spain, or Italy.  Women are finely shaped at Paris – but we 
argue not on bone and stuffing.”167  This reveals how deeply rooted the 
traditional stereotypes of French people were in the minds of English writers 
and, presumably, those of their readers.  Even when some authors tried to 
approach the subject with objective intentions, they usually ended up, as in this 
last case, in agreement with tradition on most points. 
 
1.5.  Crystal Palace 
Another important historical event which was instrumental in the 
formation of national stereotypes was the Great Exhibition in London in 1851, 
simply known today as the Crystal Palace.168  To a certain extent, world 
expositions filled the vacuum left by the decline of the Grand Tour.  They 
brought foreign culture and art right to the doorsteps of the host nation, 
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facilitating a first-hand study of industrial innovations and cultural curiosities of 
foreign nations. 
With the inauguration of the Great Exhibition in sight, the English 
periodical press increased the publication of articles focusing on the topic of 
national character, focusing on England, France and Germany in particular.  Not 
all of the rhetoric regarding neighborly relations was pessimistic.  Martha Jones, 
for instance, quoted above, admitted:  “There are few subjects on which we form 
such decided opinions as national character.”169  She recounted traditional 
stereotypes including the charge that the French were “giddy, and light-
minded,” “rebellious” and unable to maintain political stability.170  Jones also 
questioned, however, if such prejudices were truly viable and, accordingly, 
carried a diplomatic, conciliatory tone.  She argued:  “The French are old friends, 
in peace and in war, in trade and in politics,” adding:  “A foolish and wicked 
antipathy is giving way to that feeling of sympathy which Englishmen and 
Frenchmen should feel for each other . . .”171  Yet despite this surprisingly level-
headed assessment of prevailing debates and prejudices, Jones finally concluded 
that national character was not entirely made up after all: 
Still there are, and for long ages there will be, marked differences in 
national character. There is a spirit which seems to haunt the very soil of a 
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country; a permanent atmosphere, which no wind of philosophy or 
revolution can dislodge; a spirit so abiding, that even foreigners who tread 
the ground are compelled to yield in some measure to its influence.172 
 
This “permanent atmosphere,” which even extended to “the very soil of a 
country” was so tangible, Jones continued, that it would inevitably ‘rub off’ onto 
foreign visitors.  She maintained:  “No Frenchman can bring all his Gallicism 
through the Custom House at Dover or London Bridge.  No Englishman can take 
all his John-Bullism through Calais.”173  In conclusion, Jones suggested that the 
Crystal Palace, which had facilitated closer contact with the French and 
Germans, would somehow enable the English to “adopt” the most desirable 
characteristics, such as “French tact and politeness” and “German depth of 
thought,” from their neighbors.  The prerequisites for such a selective transfer of 
national characteristics, Jones argued, were already in place, writing:  “The 
English national character . . . possesses peculiar faculties for combining the 
advantages of both.”174 
The permanence of national character and the ability of the English to 
adopt selective traits from foreign nations was the topic of another article by 
W.E. Norris, published in the Cornhill Magazine more than thirty years later: 
“John Bull remains John Bull,” the author declared, adding:  “German 
philosophy, French wit, American acuteness, the ‘garbo of the Italians’ – 
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these things are not for him, nor is he specially desirous of assimilating 
them.  He is as God made him . . .”175   
 
Even though some people expected England to profit from the international 
exchange with foreign countries through the World Fairs, the general tone thirty 
years later after several of these events had passed, was marked by cultural self-
contentment and insularity.  The English may not have voiced their prejudice 
towards other nations quite as vocally after the Crystal Palace, as Norris found, 
but deep down “there still lurks the old contempt for ‘foreigners’.”176    
 
2.  Franco-Prussian war and Commune solidify stereotypes 
 
The Franco-Prussian war and the Commune of Paris in 1870-1 renewed 
the old discourse about national character and, in the minds of many people, 
confirmed what they already believed concerning the French.  Popular myth 
generalized the French as radical, excitable, instable, emotional and irrational.  
The popularization of the negative French national image was enhanced by the 
English periodical press.  When France declared war on Prussia in 1870, the 
response from England’s monarch, politicians, thinkers and newspapers editors 
was a unanimous condemnation of France and a sympathetic alignment with 
Prussia.  Queen Victoria expressed her initial outrage in a letter to Queen 
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Augusta of Prussia:  “This dreadful war is vile and unforgivable! May God 
protect our dear, beloved Germany!”177  In a letter to the editor of the Times in 
November 1870, the highly-influential British historian Thomas Carlyle attacked 
France in the harshest terms.  Outraged about her provocation of Prussia, Carlyle 
called France “delirious,” “blamable,” “contemptible,” “vainglorious,” 
“quarrelsome,” “insatiable,” “aggressive,” “insolent,” “unappeasable” and 
“over-sensitive.”178 
As displeased as most people in England were with France’s seemingly 
radical actions, few were surprised by them.  The following postscript was added 
to an article published in Temple Bar, shortly after news of the Commune reached 
London.  The recent developments in France confirmed in the author’s mind the 
flawed nature of the French political model (“Industrial Democracy”) as well as 
the inability of France to act as role model for the world: 
Whilst these lines are passing through the press, we receive tidings of yet 
one more Revolution in Paris. Again, in this, as in every event of modern 
French history, we encounter the phenomena on which we have been 
insisting; a heaving up of the lower strata, simply because there is a 
stratum on the top of it; the inability of the upper stratum to repress this 
insurgent tendency because the former has availed itself of its accidental 
superiority only to make itself comfortable at the expense of its courage; 
and utter inaptitude of everybody for command or for obedience. In other 
words, we see displayed all the vices and infirmities of Industrial 
Democracy. Are we never to be warned? And are we still to listen to the 
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declaimers who assure us that France is generously solving for us the 
Problem of Humanity?179 
 
The tone of resignation in these words echoes countless other newspapers 
articles as England had grown accustomed to regular political upheaval from its 
continental neighbor.  Each successive event of social and governmental unrest, 
entrenched the stereotypical picture of a nation either unwilling or unable to 
preserve political order and peace more and more deeply in England.  
 
2.1.  Inability to learn from adversity 
Although the national stereotypes which had evolved over centuries were, 
generally speaking, in constant dialogue with current political and cultural 
events and always subject to the shifting attitudes of various social classes within 
English society, certain opinions were never quite modified, let alone abandoned.  
Contributors to English periodicals and newspapers were quite specific with 
regard to their ideas of what constituted the national character of French people.  
Around 1870, an idea circulated in the English press, suggesting that a national 
calamity, like war, might have a purifying and ennobling effect on a suffering 
nation like France.   
The Spectator, however, rejected this hypothesis, arguing that history 
provided evidence only for the opposite premise.  Affliction and suffering, the 
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Spectator admitted, may indeed have had an elevating and purifying effect on the 
character of an individual who possesses the kind of spiritual constitution 
necessary to humbly submit to pain in order to learn joy.  But where the 
“spiritual motive” is missing, as it is usually the case in war, a situation born of 
“selfishness and corruption,” the Spectator maintained, affliction has normally 
had an adverse, degrading effect on people.180  The seeds of adversity and 
suffering, the author continued, are planted within an individual’s “spiritual 
resources,” meaning that one’s personal capacity to respond positively to 
adversity determined the outcome, be it either the elevation or degradation of 
moral character.  Doubting that there would be “sufficient of this spirit” 
(emphasis not added) within the French nation, the Spectator concluded:  
“Adversity purifies those who are taught from within how to meet adversity; but 
then that prosperity also purifies those who are taught from within how to use 
prosperity.”181  This author insinuated that the French national character was not 
instructed “from within” how to deal with adversity in a constructive manner, 
while, by extension, the English, who were prosperous, were refined through 
their prosperity, because of some innate intuition, something also coming “from 
within,” which guided their actions for good. 
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2.2.  Pride 
The apparent inability or unwillingness to learn from adversity was 
sometimes linked with another ‘typical’ French characteristic, namely their pride.  
In the eyes of the English, the pride of the French really came to the forefront 
through the latest war.  In an article about France’s handling of the conflict with 
Prussia, also published in the Spectator, the author surmised the possibility of the 
complete effacement of France.  He posed the apocalyptic questions:  “Is the 
national spirit of France dead?” and wondered whether France was consequently 
going to be “erased from history.”182  This topic had apparently been rumored in 
Germany, America and England ever since France’s devastating defeat at the 
hand of Bismarck’s armies.  The Spectator concluded, albeit cynically, that there 
was one factor, which indicated quite clearly that the “national spirit,” which 
some had thought extinct, was still alive in France, namely the pride of the 
French people.  Their national pride, the author wrote, had been exhibited most 
fervently in the resolute refusal of the French people to surrender the contested 
regions of Alsace and Lorraine to Germany: 
The French, be it remembered, are not fighting for home and hearth. They 
can have peace to-morrow by surrendering a strip of territory of which 
they have scarcely heard, but that surrender involves humiliation for 
France, and they fight on (. . .) It may be very silly, as some Englishmen 
may think, for France not to yield and confess herself beaten; but the 
refusal itself, the certainty expressed by all travelers that any Government 
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which agreed to cede territory would be destroyed, is of itself a proof that 
the national spirit has not decayed, that revival is not far off, and may be 
very near at hand. The State organization of France has perished, but not 
France.183 
 
The war had actually helped to remind the rest of the world that France was still 
the same proud country at heart and was not going to yield to anyone. 
  
 
2.3.  Childishness 
In addition to casting the French as stubborn and proud, English 
newspapers sometimes accused them as being childish.184  Again, this 
characterization came in direct response to the actions of some French people 
during the war and the Commune.  On May 8, 1871, French Communards, under 
the direction of Gustave Courbet, toppled the Vendôme column, a copy of 
Trajan’s column erected by Napoleon Bonaparte in commemoration of the battle 
at Austerlitz.  According to the author of an article that appeared in the Graphic 
in 1871, the English denounced the destruction of this public monument as 
vehemently as they also disapproved of the Commune’s revolutionary aims and 
actions in general.  The Graphic provided several examples from past French 
revolutionary conflicts in which political extremists, in an “iconoclast” frenzy, 
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destroyed national monuments, buildings, and icons out of symbolic, albeit 
nonsensical, reasons.  Likewise, the author of the Graphic saw in the vandalistic 
destruction of the Vendôme column 
. . . a peculiar vein of childishness in the French character which our more 
phlegmatic countrymen are almost unable to appreciate…An angry baby 
will sometimes beat the stick or the table which has hurt it, and in like 
manner in moments of passionate excitement our Gallic neighbours vent 
their rage on senseless, and therefore harmless, objects. But, besides being 
children, the French are philosophers, so they not only do the mischief but 
invent a fine-spun theory for justifying it. These Vandalic acts are, in their 
view, outward and visible tokens of mighty principles, and as such are 
absolutely necessary.185 
 
Three years later, perhaps the same author repeated the charge of childishness.  
Describing a scene on the Champs-Élysées, the Graphic observed to his 
astonishment a group of adults amusing themselves on a merry-go-round.  He 
recorded his disbelief, claiming:  “Nowhere is the childishness so great a feature 
of French character more visible than here, for few grown-up Englishmen would 
care to ride their hobby-horses in public.”186  
Often times, English periodicals claimed that the French, as a nation, 
fostered a peculiar taste for all things horrific and sublime.  The Graphic, for 
instance, thought French people displayed a universal and “innate love of the 
horrible, the mysterious, and the romantic.”  For this reason, they supposedly 
spent their leisure time at morgues, “the very favourite resort of the Parisian 
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idlers,” according to the Graphic.187  Other typical stereotypes cast the French as 
“prone to revolutions,” “excitable and violent,” “expansionist,” and 
“theatrical.”188 
 
3.  Conclusion 
The examples cited above demonstrate the negative popular perception of 
the French national character in England.  With each successive conflict 
involving France these stereotypes went through continual renewal and 
confirmation.  It began with the Norman invasion, went through a series of wars 
and revolutions and culminated in the Commune of 1871.  Nonetheless, the 
examples provided thus far, merely describe the general tone in newspapers and 
periodicals.  However, the stereotypical perceptions did not immediately 
translate into a negative reception of French painters during the early 1870s.  It 
would be wrong to conclude that simply because the English disliked or 
mistrusted the French, they rejected everything that was French.  Nothing could 
be further from the truth.  The following chapter explains in greater detail how 
the immediate presence of French art and artists in London impacted British art 
criticism in general and what traces it left on specific exhibition reviews.  
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CHAPTER THREE:  The increased presence of foreigners results in critical  
     analysis of the ‘other’ 
  
 
The elevated presence of French painters living in London during the 
early 1870s, which was mainly due to the recent Franco-Prussian war and Paris 
Commune, did not help mitigate popular opinion regarding the presence of 
foreigners on native soil.  In fact, it ignited a rigorous debate in the press 
surrounding the potential degradations of Britain’s political, moral and artistic 
traditions.  In part, this debate played out in a magnified and more scrutinizing 
analysis of foreign ‘otherness.’  Some art critics began to focus on the points 
which set foreign painters apart from native ones, articulating their opinions, 
perhaps subconsciously, through nationalistically colored language.  In fact, 
during the 1870s the very issue of nationality began to play an increasingly 
significant role in art criticism.  Thus a painter’s choice of subject matter and 
manual treatment came to be understood and judged more regularly according 
to a set of national stereotypes.   
 
1.  Stereotypes initially not a factor in art criticism  
1.1.  Starting in 1850s, French painting admired in England 
While the English considered certain aspects of the French character 
questionable, by the 1850s, French art had earned respect and admiration in 
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England.  This position, however, was not attained over night.  During the early 
decades of the nineteenth century, England considered her own artists superior 
to those of France, especially when it came to the ability to combine technical 
skill with poetic feeling.189  The Neo-Classicists David and his peers were very 
unpopular in England.  It was not until 1840, with the French Romantics 
Gericault, Delaroche, Vernet and Girodet, that critics in England admitted that 
France was catching up and in some cases even surpassing British artists in terms 
of quality.190   
The first and only periodicals to provide consistent coverage of the French 
Salon during those years were the Athenaeum and the Art Journal.  They also 
featured biographical articles of French artists on a regular basis.  The revolution 
of 1848 then caused a “sharp reduction” in press coverage.  This decline, 
however, was temporary.  On the occasion of the Crystal Palace in 1851, an 
exhibition of “the best foreign artists” was organized in London.  Ernest Gambart 
lamented the generally negative response to French art from public and critics.  
He recounted upon the exhibition of Paul Delaroche’s painting Cromwell viewing 
Charles I in his Coffin: 
. . . not only was the English taste, insular like the English character, 
attracted only by English painting; what is more, English taste responded 
                                                 
189 For more information on the reception of French art of the first half of the nineteenth century 
in England, see Morris, op. cit., 277-81. 
190 Ibid., 209. 
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almost with disdain. Leaving the Gallery . . . one of the English painters 
[remarked]: ‘Yes, but it’s only a French picture.’191 
 
W.M. Rossetti also spoke of the same exhibition’s contents as “rubbish.”192  
Despite such derogatory views, Morris marks the Crystal Palace as the moment 
in English history when French art once again became increasingly popular with 
patrons and critics.193  At that time, critical and public opinion towards French art 
underwent a slow, but steady and thorough change.   
During the Crimean War of 1854, England and France had fought as allies 
against Russia.  Taking advantage of the unusual Francophile atmosphere 
facilitated through the alliance as well as building on the pioneering work of S.C. 
Hall with his pro-French Art Journal, Ernest Gambart seized the moment to 
introduce more French painting to England.  He opened his French Gallery at 121 
Pall Mall in the spring of 1854.  Rosa Bonheur’s The Horse Fair was an immediate 
and spectacular success in England.  Moreover, Gambart helped establish a 
career for the Dutchman Lawrence Alma-Tadema in England, commissioning 
twenty-four pictures from the young foreigner in 1865.  Another of Gambart’s 
favorite painters, who was also perfectly accepted and admired in the English 
press, was Jean-Léon Gérôme.  Reviewing the Winter Exhibition at the French 
Gallery, the art critic for the Athenaeum praised Gérôme’s technical 
                                                 
191 Jeremy Maas, Gambart:  Prince of the Victorian Art World (London:  Barrie and Jenkins, 1975), 55. 
192 Ibid. 56. 
193 Morris, op. cit., 209. 
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accomplishments evident in the truthfully rendered drapery.  The painter’s 
strength, however, also served as a reminder to this critic about how much the 
painters of his own country still had to learn from their French colleagues: 
. . . the result stands solid, rich, sound, an artist’s work, such as (. . .) is 
certain to give the English critic unpleasant notion of how much better it 
might be for Art among us if the example of M. Gerome were all-
powerful. He stays among us for a while, and should receive that homage 
which is due to his honoured, honourably used, and rare power in Art; in 
no better way could he be welcomed, than by observing his fine 
example.194 
 
It should not come as a surprise that English critics viewed Gérôme as an artist 
worthy of emulation.  They had not been exposed to anything beside traditional 
French academic work.  Nevertheless, this condition would change within the 
same year of this article’s publication. 
Discontent to promote foreign artists alone, Gambart also advanced the 
careers of British talents.  William Holman Hunt owes his career to Gambart in 
great measure, as did William Powell Frith, whose Derby Day Gambart had 
engraved by the Frenchman Auguste Blanchard.  By all accounts, Gambart’s 
efforts to promote both nationalities seemed to bear fruit.  The periodical press 
and most of its critics supported his internationalist ventures.  The Athenaeum 
exclaimed:  “Such are the first artistic fruits of the alliance of the two old enemies.  
We hope to see more English pictures engraved by Frenchmen, and more French 
                                                 
194 “Winter Exhibition at the French Gallery,” Athenaeum (November 12, 1870):  631. 
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pictures engraved by Englishmen.”195  The Illustrated London News, although 
more suspicious of Gambart’s shrewd commercial aims, also acknowledged the 
dealer’s pioneering role in 1860, writing:  “When the project of establishing a 
French exhibition was first attempted six years ago, French art was very little 
known in this country.”196  Years later, in 1871, when the French Gallery had 
passed into the management of Henry Wallis, the Observer still spoke highly of 
“that judicious admixture of British and foreign schools . . . which has already 
done something to temper the ‘insularity’ of our English taste in pictures.”197  
By all accounts, the presence of foreign and especially French academic art 
was seen as an enriching asset to the art world in England.  Both the Art Journal 
and Ernest Gambart were instrumental in fostering warmer relations with regard 
to the arts between the two nations.  In 1863 the Fine Arts Quarterly Review 
replaced the Art Journal as principal proponent of French art.  Dedicating roughly 
one-fourth of its pages to contemporary art from France, this specialized 
periodical continued to foster an appreciation of French art in England.  By the 
time the Franco-Prussian War took place, the French Gallery had been promoting 
contemporary academic French art to English audiences for nearly two decades.  
In the process, it had instilled an abiding admiration for the merits French 
                                                 
195 Maas, op. cit., 101. 
196 Ibid., 128. 
197 Observer (October 29, 1871):  2. 
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painters demonstrated.  Neither the national stereotypes, which had not 
altogether disappeared, nor the Franco-Prussian war would easily change the 
minds of art lovers in England who were convinced that France produced 
accomplished artists. 
  
1.2.  French painting of early 1870s still acceptable 
That was the moment when a number of expatriate French artists who 
had settled in London because of the war, decided to join forces and form the 
Society of French Artists.  As discussed above, the Parisian collector Paul 
Durand-Ruel, who had also relocated his gallery from Paris to London in 1870, 
represented predominately painters from the French Barbizon School.  The type 
of paintings they exhibited during the early 1870s therefore did not provide art 
critics with any immediate reason for concern.  Quite the contrary, exhibition 
reviews during the early years of 1870 were full of praise and encouragement.  
This is not to say that English critics were blind as to the differences between this 
group of young painters and the academic artists at the French Gallery.  In an 
article reviewing his first exhibition in mid-December 1870, the critic from Pall 
Mall Gazette drew a clear distinction between this venue and all other exhibitions 
of French art in London.  His intention, in all likelihood, was to juxtapose the 
Society of French Artists first and foremost with the aforementioned French 
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Gallery.  Traditional establishments, he noted, represented some “set or school,” 
while Durand-Ruel’s venue introduced “the art of the times.”198  The critic 
pointed out that due to the one-sided representation of French art in London up 
to this time, “Englishmen in their view of French art and artists completely miss 
the perspective of things,” a shortcoming this new enterprise would help to 
remedy.199  He traced the origins of the style to which the painters of this new 
artistic association had committed themselves to Delacroix and confirmed that 
England’s exposure to French painting had been limited in the past, saying: 
Now Delacroix and his influence are unknown in England –MM. Gérôme 
and Meissonier, the only two living French figure-painters of real 
distinction whom England knows, being precisely two who work most in 
isolation from such influence.200 
 
The enterprise was met with overwhelming support in the English press.  Even 
the conservative Athenaeum welcomed Durand-Ruel and his painters.  The critic 
wrote: 
There is in this gathering a larger proportion of fine works than in any we 
have seen. It represents, very happily, the present condition and aims of 
                                                 
198 “First Exhibition of the Society of French Artists,” Pall Mall Gazette (December 26, 1870):  3179. 
199 Ibid.  The critic hopes that the distressed French peasantry exhibition won’t cause this 
exhibition to be overlooked entirely.  He is the only critic I have encountered, who has remarked 
on the national irony that the exhibition venue for the French Society was the German Gallery.  
200 Ibid.  Some of the painters at the Society are Paul Huet, Jules Dupre and Theodore Rousseau 
(Dupre being the only living of these greatest of “reformers”), also François Daubigny, Jean-
Baptiste-Camille Corot and Alphonse Legros are discussed.  Even Jean-Baptiste Greuze and (“the 
repulsive historical painting of’) Jacques-Louis David (meaning “Death of Marat”) were shown. 
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landscape and figure-painting in France, and ought to be most attractive, 
as it may be most instructive to English artists and lovers of Art.201 
 
Not only did the critic from the Athenaeum consider the paintings in Durand-
Ruel’s Gallery aesthetically pleasing, but like his colleague from Pall Mall 
Magazine, he considered the works worthy of emulation by English painters.  The 
Durand-Ruel’s French art was, in a nutshell, perfectly acceptable to English taste.  
This positive response must nevertheless be read in the context of Gambart’s 
groundbreaking work with the French Gallery.  The English press was only 
willing to give Durand-Ruel’s painters a chance because Gambart had won many 
critics for his more conservative protégés in the first place.202  Indeed, the words 
from the critic of the Times in 1866 summarize the general disposition towards 
foreign art at this time:  “English artists, connoisseurs, and critics all owe their 
debt of gratitude to Mr Gambart for the capital selection of French and Belgian 
pictures . . .”203 
During the picture season of 1871, an unusually large amount of fine arts 
exhibitions were hosted in London galleries.  In addition to the Royal Academy, 
which opened its doors at the end of April that spring, the London International 
Exhibition provided a stage for the work of both English and French painters.  As 
                                                 
201 “The Society of French Artists. – German Gallery, New Bond Street,” Athenaeum (December 17, 
1870):  808. 
202 By the same token, the future reception of Impressionism, discussed in Chapter Five, needs to 
be viewed literally within the context of the Society of French Artists, for this is where their first 
pictures where exhibited. 
203 Times (April 18, 1866), quoted in Maas, op. cit., 181. 
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critics continued to gain more exposure to French painting, their attitude and 
tone continued to improve.  The Athenaeum, for instance, repeated his laudation 
of contemporary French art from the previous year: 
As to the French pictures, a considerable proportion of them have been 
recently seen, either at the Gallery of the Society of French Artists in Bond 
Street or at the Salons of late Years. As might be expected, French Art is by 
no means fairly represented; yet, unfortunate as it is, its prodigious 
superiority over that of all other nations is sure to strike the spectator.204 
 
This sort of praise of French painting was not limited to journalists and critics.  
By 1873, several other foreign painters, again predominately of French descent, 
received official recognition from the Royal Academy and even the Royal court.  
G.A. Simcox, art critic for the Academy, informed his readers about Alma-
Tadema’s awards and prizes, including the cross of the Legion of Honor.  He 
underlined the significance of that recognition in light of a law that had recently 
been passed, restricting the number of such prizes per season and artist to only 
one.  Moreover, Simcox recorded that the Queen had offered Alma-Tadema, 
quite prematurely according to conventional protocol, the “Letters of 
Denization,” meaning that she offered him English citizenship.  Simcox also 
listed the foreign painters Robert-Fleury de Neuville, Heuner and Detaille as 
                                                 
204 “The London International Exhibition, First Notice,” Athenaeum (April 29, 1871):  533. 
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well as the sculptors Schoenewerk and Hiolle as the most recent Chevaliers of 
the Legion of Honor.205 
These examples show that the English press reception of foreign and 
especially French art during the early 1870s was heartfelt, despite the 
stereotypical perceptions of the French national character which continued to 
circulate in more radical and less-enlightened circles.  French artists were offered 
more opportunities to exhibit on English soil than ever before and both the press 
and the court acknowledged their achievements.  This seemingly arbitrary or 
capricious phenomenon is, however, not paradoxical at all.  It must be 
remembered that the historic position of the French painting tradition was 
indeed indisputable in England by this time.  Moreover, although it was not as 
conservative as the work exhibited in the French Gallery, the type of painting 
from France shown by the Society of French Artists did not pose an immediate 
threat to English art critics.206   
At some point during the early seventies, however, the tone in a number 
of art reviews began to shift from undivided admiration towards growing 
suspicion and even contempt.  Several art critics slowly adopted a type of 
language that carried politicized overtones.  References to an artist’s nationality, 
                                                 
205 G.A. Simcox, “The Dudley Gallery – The Society of French Artists,” Academy (December 1, 
1873):  448. 
206 Chapter Three considers in greater detail the relationship between the French Barbizon School 
and the English Romantics, Turner and Constable. 
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familiar from the rhetoric of early nineteenth-century periodicals, began to 
infiltrate more frequently the exhibition reviews of art critics.  Some of them 
interpreted Durand-Ruel’s enterprise in wholly nationalistic terms.  Initially, this 
may not have been meant as a hostile critique.  The Daily Telegraph, for instance, 
observed that this “Gallic Institution” accomplished what “the old British 
Institution” – most likely a reference to the Royal Academy – failed to do, namely 
“bringing together the most admirable specimens, not so much of a school as of a 
nationality.”207  The Times was even quicker in commenting on the national 
character of the affair.  “Exiled from Paris by the war, French art has for the 
moment sought a home in England,” the Times wrote in 1870, probably the day 
after the opening of the first exhibition.208  While they were not necessarily 
antagonistic towards the foreign influence at first, they clearly perceived the 
developments in certain national terms.  This served as a starting point for a 
more critical view of French art.  One can observe an overall change in mood in 
the periodical reviews of foreign paintings. 
 
 
 
                                                 
207 “Exhibition of Paintings by French Artists,” Daily Telegraph (December 22, 1870):  2.  This critic  
points out that this exhibition of the “Society of French Artists,” directed by Durand-Ruel, must 
not be confused with the “French Gallery” in Pall Mall, which is connected to the names Gambart 
and Wallis.  He underlines the difference, as one learns, not to downplay the importance of the 
Society of French Artists, but, rather to the contrary, to highlight its innovation, namely the 
bringing together of both contemporary artists and old masters. 
208 “Exhibition of French Pictures,” Times (December 19, 1870):  4. 
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2.  Increased focus on national identity due to heightened foreign presence 
 
2.1.  Critics allow flexibility in nationality for non-French foreigners 
Surveying a variety of journals and newspapers between 1870 and 1880 it 
becomes apparent that English art critics – again, both generalists and 
professionals – took no real issue with foreigners in general, except with those 
who were of French descent, as well as those foreigners, such as Germans or 
Americans, who may not have been French per se, but exhibited stylistic manners 
that had been acquired during their training in Paris.  Otherwise, Americans, 
Germans and Russians were normally not considered a problem.  The reason for 
this phenomenon has little to do with demographics, as one might think.  After 
all, with twenty-two representatives, French artists represented only the third 
largest group of foreigners at Sir Coutts Lindsay’s Grosvenor Gallery.  In 
contrast, twenty-four Germans and thirty-one American painters exhibited their 
work during the existence of the Grosvenor between 1877 and 1890.  Italians 
account for the fourth place with seventeen individuals, while the remaining 
nine foreign nationalities ranged from one to seven representatives per 
country.209  It appears, therefore, that the reason why critics hardly ever picked 
on American or German painters is not that they were under-represented at local 
exhibition venues.  Rather, it may be argued that both Americans and Germans 
                                                 
209 For more information on the demographic distribution at the Grosvenor Gallery, see 
Newsome, op. cit. 
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posed a relatively small artistic, as well as historical and moral threat to England.  
Critics could afford to ignore their failures in English showrooms, while making 
equally little of their occasional popular triumphs.   
Generally speaking, Victorians believed that national character was innate 
and unchanging.210  However, some art critics often dealt with the nationality of 
non-French foreigners with more leniencies.  When it served to their advantage, 
the parameters of national character were often afforded surprising flexibility.  
This was true of some non-English artists who worked and lived in London 
during this period whose critics blurred the lines of their national affiliation. 
Throughout his career, Lawrence Alma-Tadema occupied an in-between 
space in the English art world.  Some critics classified him as a foreigner while 
others proudly called him an English painter.  At the Paris Salon of 1874, for 
instance, the Athenaeum recited the names of those who were absent from the 
exhibition, clearly indicating their nationality.  Amongst absentees, the author 
mentioned the Belgian painter Alfred Stevens, “whom we are not to call a 
                                                 
210
 Historians of the twenty-first century have also acknowledged the “dynamic and dialectical 
process of identity formation [and the] impossibility of securing a static notion for what is, in fact, 
a contingent process.”  See Michelle Facos and Sharon L. Hirsh, eds., Art, Culture and National 
Identity in Fin-de-Siecle Europe (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 2003), 2-3.  Roberto 
Romani argues that it is precisely the “elusiveness” of the idea of national character, which stems 
from its “radical abstractness,” that makes it so compelling.  See Roberto Romani, National 
Character and Public Spirit in Britain and France, 1750-1914 (Cambridge University Press, 2002), 1.  
Peter Mandler, in the meanwhile, points to the ‘language’ of national character as a main source 
of disagreement and confusion, branding it as “slippery and flexible.”  See Peter Mandler, The 
English National Character:  The History of an Idea from Edmund Burke to Tony Blair (New Haven:  
Yale University Press, 2006), 1. 
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Frenchman . . .”211  Likewise, the Athenaeum highlighted the nationality of artists 
who were present.  With regard to Alma-Tadema, however, he revealed mere 
wishful fiction, saying:  “we are glad to call (Alma-Tadema) an Englishman . . 
.”212  In reality, Alma-Tadema was a Dutch citizen by birth.  Although he lived 
and worked in London for a considerable period of time, from 1870 until his 
death in 1912, he did not accept the honor extended to him of becoming a British 
subject until he was on his deathbed.  Such an example of a critic, who ‘adopted’ 
a foreign painter, so-to-speak, into English nationhood, suggests not only that 
nationality mattered very much indeed in the reception of art at this time, but 
that it was, on some occasion, treated with capricious flexibility and freedom.213 
While some critics, such as the one discussed above, were most likely 
aware of their laissez-faire handling of citizenship, others simply passed on 
erroneous information.  Henry James, for example, initially thought that James 
Tissot was from Belgium.214  Alma-Tadema, on the other hand, was sometimes 
                                                 
211 “The Salon, Paris, First Notice,” Athenaeum (May 9, 1874). 
212 Ibid. 
213 The critic for the Athenaeum had first dubbed Alma-Tadema an Englishman three years earlier.  
In 1871, he wrote:  “Of English works we recognize the following . . . (Horsley, Hunt, Watts, 
Poynter, Hook, Landseer, Millais, etc . . .) ”M. Alma Tadema has places with English artists for 
his ‘Ladies Reading,’ and ‘At Lesbia’s . . .” (“The London International Exhibition [First Notice],” 
Athenaeum [April 29, 1871], 533). 
214 Henry James, “Picture Season in London, 1877,” in The Painter’s Eye:  Notes and Essays on the 
Pictorial Arts, ed. John L. Sweeney (London:  Hart-Davis, 1956), 139.  James described The Deck of 
the H.M.S. Calcutta, by James Tissot, claiming that the women’s fashion comes “straight from 
Brussels; the one in front, in particular…” (141).  Neither was Tissot Belgian, nor were his ladies 
dressed in fashion from Brussels, but Paris.  James probably confused Tissot with Alfred Stevens, 
the Belgian painter of fashionable women.  To be fair, Henry James was, strictly speaking, also 
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mistaken for a Frenchman.  In the case of Ferdinand Heilbuth, critics 
encountered particular placement problems.  Tom Taylor commented in the 
Times at the first exhibition of the Grosvenor Gallery that despite his German 
“name and nationality,” Heilbuth was “Parisian in the quality of his talent, as 
well as in the manner of his painting.”215  While he was correct about Heilbuth’s 
German nationality, Taylor invented a sort of artistic “Parisian” nationality.  In 
actuality, Heilbuth received his artistic training in France during the mid-1840s, 
eventually accepting French citizenship in 1878.  One year before Taylor’s 
blunder, Henry James classified Heilbuth as “a sort of Gallicized German.”216   
James McNeill Whistler is another prime example of someone who 
blurred national boundaries.  Henry James, perhaps due to his own status as a 
foreigner, was particularly obsessed with the topic of nationality.  He said of 
Whistler:  “I may seem to stretch a point, indeed, in speaking of Mr. James 
Whistler as an American painter, for it is not fair to attach to Mr. Whistler any 
label that serves for anyone else.  He is quite sole of his kind.”217  Nevertheless, in 
the end James could not resist his favorite task, namely that of linking the work 
                                                                                                                                                 
not an English, but an American art critic.  However, it can be argued that his point of view was 
thoroughly English.  His entire aim while living in England was to be as ‘English’ as possible.  
One could even go as far as to argue that James’ over-ambition led him to adopt idealistic, even 
utopian and ‘ultra-English’ sensibilities. 
215 “The Grosvenor Gallery,” Times (May 1, 1877):  10. 
216 James, op. cit., 139. 
217 Henry James, “The Grosvenor Gallery, 1878,” in The Painter’s Eye:  Notes and Essays on the 
Pictorial Arts, ed. John L. Sweeney (London:  Hart-Davis, 1956), 164. 
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an artist to his nationality.218  If he had to associate Whistler with a country in 
terms of painting style, James implied that it would be France, reasoning that 
“his manner is very much that of the French ‘Impressionists’.”219   
An American by birth, Sargent proved yet another national riddle.  Born 
in Italy to American parents, Sargent did not visit his ‘homeland’ until the age of 
twenty.  Richard Kenin, who studied the American expatriate community in 
London during the late nineteenth century, observed that Sargent, who 
immigrated in the spring of 1884, was a national chameleon.  “It was said of 
Sargent that he was an American born in Italy and educated in France, who 
dressed like a German, spoke like an Englishman, and painted like a Spaniard,” 
Henry James explained.220  This multi-national status fascinated him to no end.  
In 1893, James addressed the complex issue of national identity with regard to 
Sargent again, concluding that it was precisely his French manners that betrayed 
his “American origin:” 
Is Mr. Sargent in very fact an American painter? . . . Born in Europe, he 
has also spent his life in Europe, but none the less the burden of proof 
                                                 
218 Henry James himself, in contrast, did not want to tie himself down to one nationality.  E.S. 
Nadal, a contemporary of Henry James, explain why James did not take on English citizenship 
early in his life abroad:  “He did not wish to be confounded with the mass of English people and 
to be adjudged in a place in English society in accordance with English standards.  In order that 
this should not happen he preferred, although he expect to make England his home, to remain a 
foreigner.”  See Sarah Annes Brown, ed., “Henry James,” in Lives of Victorian Literary Figures IV, 
Vol. 2 (London:  Pickering and Chatto, 2006), 16. 
219 James, 1878, op. cit. 165.  While being considered French in terms of style would by itself count 
as a compliment, the added label “Impressionists” indicates that James had no intentions of 
praising Whistler, for as an ultra conservative, Henry James rejected this avant-garde movement. 
220 Ibid., 116. 
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would rest with those who should undertake to show that he is a 
European. Moreover he has even on the face of it this great symptom of an 
American origin, that in the line of his art he might easily be mistaken for 
a Frenchman. It sounds like a paradox, but it is a very simple truth, that 
when to-day we look for ‘American art’ we find it mainly in Paris. When 
we find it out of Paris, we at least find a great deal of Paris in it.221 
 
Here Henry James presented John Singer Sargent as another one of those 
painters occupying some nebulous place between France and their actual 
nationality.  The passage clearly illustrates that while nationality played an 
increasingly meaningful role in art criticism, the surrounding issues were neither 
self-evident, nor universally agreed upon.   
When it was to their advantage, English critics could be quite 
accommodating, even opportunistic at times, in their interpretation of an artist’s 
national identity.  There was plenty of room for speculation, the expression of 
wishful thinking, and varying degrees of antagonism ranging from mild 
prejudice to severe xenophobia.  This illustrates that, for one thing, more English 
critics of art thought, reviewed and wrote in terms of nationality and that their 
paradigms for the definition of nationality were more opaque than transparent 
concerning non-French citizens and could thus be easily adapted to fit one’s 
personal agenda.  French painters, on the other hand, were part of a different 
issue.   
                                                 
221 Henry James, “John S. Sargent, 1893,” in The Painter’s Eye:  Notes and Essays on the Pictorial Arts, 
ed. John L. Sweeney (London:  Hart-Davis, 1956), 216. 
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2.2.  French nationality determines artistic expression 
In order to find out why English art critics began to write more critically 
about French painters, one must consider several factors.  First, one must 
remember that the seeds of national prejudice that were sown since the French 
Revolution had done more than sprout, they had grown tremendously 
throughout the series of revolutions of the nineteenth century, ending most 
recently in the Paris Commune.  Despite the initial positive reaction, the 
stereotypes that had been taking more concrete shape from year to year were at 
the root of a deep-seated and ever burgeoning weariness concerning the French 
character.  Furthermore, the increased presence of French painters on domestic 
soil exacerbated the situation.   
It was, however, not simply the fact that more French painters were taking 
up residence in London, but exhibitions of French paintings were on the rise as 
well.  Moreover, a French art journal l’Art was being produced in the English 
capitol, and Alphonse Legros was appointed Slade professor at the Royal College 
in 1876.  As part of their symbiotic association with artists, patrons, exhibitors 
and the public, critics simply could not ignore the changes that were taking 
place.  They found themselves confronted with issues that needed to be 
addressed, namely the ramifications of the increasing foreign influences on the 
domestic art world.  English critics now encountered French painting and French 
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artists at every turn in London, which led many to analyze with greater scrutiny 
the recurring characteristics they perceived.  This focus on the differences 
between French and English artists accounts for a gradual change in tone from 
positive to critical.  
Numerous articles in the periodical press of the later nineteenth century 
suggest that art critics and literary critics viewed the French national character as 
something innate, fixed and non-negotiable.  They considered it the invariable 
source of an individual’s morality, which in turn, they believed, inevitably 
determined the forms of artistic expressions they were capable of producing.  
Observing numerous French influences on the English art world in 1877, the 
critic for the Spectator, possibly Frederick Wedmore, who wrote art reviews for 
the weekly newspaper from 1868-1890, decided to draw a more comprehensive 
comparison between the key features of French art and those of art produced in 
England.222  He explained that his aim was not the comparison of individual 
artists, but rather the identification of general characteristics defining the 
painting practice in the two rival countries.  In other words, the Spectator wanted 
to consciously delineate artistic characteristics according to national standards.  
He left no doubt regarding his belief that artistic production and national 
character were inseparably connected, pointing out in the very beginning of his 
                                                 
222 Wedmore contributed to the Spectator beginning in 1868, the London Standard in 1878, and 
served as the main art critic for the Evening Standard for over thirty years. 
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lengthy discourse:  “. . . one of the great marks of French Art, as might be 
expected from the French character, is a love of the abstract and theoretical view 
of a subject.”223  The English, he thought, approached painting, both of figures 
and landscape, with a “too prosaic literalness,”224 or extreme Aristotelian 
tendency.  A Frenchman, in contrast, fell victim to his tendency to over-embellish 
simple truths and to “allow his imagination to run away with him entirely,” 
turning fact into theory and image into symbol.  Wedmore emphasized that the 
source of that division was not personal artistic preference.  Rather, he argued, 
“national characteristics step in and cause the different styles.”  He went on 
arguing:  
Gifted with a sturdy industry and common-sense (which seem to be the 
distinguishing gifts of the Briton, as compared with the Gaul), our home 
artist sits down to the unflinching reproduction of what he sees, and 
carries out that design with more or less ability, according to his honesty 
of purpose and his skill of hand. But the foreigner, while no less honest in 
his intention, and possessed for the most part of a far more thorough 
training in art, has no sooner begun his picture than it straightway 
becomes his master, and his active imagination begins to play here and 
there upon the natural facts, till thousands of details are lost in the grand 
transforming process which takes place . . .225  
 
The idea that art was determined by one’s national character, which, in 
turn, derived “from [the artist’s] national life,”226 facilitated the critic’s 
                                                 
223 “French Art:  A Comparative Sketch,” Spectator (August 18, 1877):  1036. 
224 Ibid. 
225 Ibid., 1037. 
226 Ibid. 
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subsequent argument that art reflected like a mirror an image of a nation’s 
collective moral state.227  As such, the Spectator deplored that in his view art and 
life in England were being treated as two separate spheres, overlapping only on 
certain occasion, such as an exhibition or a theater visit.  Art merely served as a 
social function for the economically privileged classes in England.  Art and life in 
France, on the other hand, were inseparably fused into one, making art “an 
absolute part of the French character.”228   
On a deeper level, this issue boils down to the old debate over nature 
versus nurture, whether the things we do or exhibit can be attributed to 
“natural” or innate factors or whether they develop in response to a culturally-
determined environment.  The truth probably lies somewhere in a compromise 
between the two extremes, and is, of course, subject to disagreement even today.  
There is no doubt, however, that during the nineteenth century, the argument 
more fervently supported was that of nature as a major determining factor of 
personal character.  Genealogy, geography, meteorology and topography were 
widely accepted as some of the key external factors determining why people and 
the nations they form collectively think, feel and act the way they do.229  
                                                 
227 By inference, the critic of the Spectator thus presented himself as judge of moral character based 
on his profession as art critic. 
228 Spectator (August 18, 1877):  1038. 
229 In his book titled National Character:  And the Factors in its Formation, which ran through several 
editions between 1927 and 1948, Ernest Baker calls these points the “material factors” in the 
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In an attempt to understand the differences between the English, French 
and Germans, many articles appeared in newspapers and periodicals dealing 
with this complex phenomenon since the early nineteenth century.  Martha 
Jones, writing in the British Quarterly Review, observed for instance:  “A clear sky 
and a bright sun and a dry air will give quite other moods of mind and feeling 
than fogs and clouds and rain.”230  Weather, in other words, has the power to 
affect our thoughts as well as our emotions and is a key in the shaping of a 
nation’s common sentiment and attitude.  Thus, Jones argued, the geographical 
location of Germany, being so very different from that of England, explained 
how the Germans as a people behaved and felt. 
Across the Rhine we have a nation differing from ourselves, not in origin 
or essential character, but rather from geographical situation and political 
condition. We are substantially Germans, but inhabiting an island with a 
vast line of sea-coast, innumerable ports and harbours, and some half-
score or dozen of navigable rivers. On the other side of the Rhine from 
France are Germans on a flat, almost unvarying section of continent, with 
little sea-coast, and that little not situated on the great water-highway of 
the world’s commerce. Those Germans, therefore, are quiet, self-possessed, 
contemplative, speculative; while Anglo-Germans are active, energetic, 
and commercial, making strange bustle at home, and all over the globe as 
well.231 
 
Jones sought to support her model by comparing the English to the Greek, who, 
due to their particular geographical location, were also active in trade and 
                                                                                                                                                 
formation of national character.  Barker also enumerates “spiritual factors” such as type of 
government, religion, language, education system etc. 
230 Jones, op. cit., 336. 
231 Ibid., 374. 
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commerce.  In contrast, ancient nations like the Chinese or the Egyptians, she 
argued, were more restrained and thus less active.  Based on this evidence, Jones 
declared that “much of the national character may be traced to geographical 
location.”232 
If someone’s national background determined their artistic orientation, 
then the reciprocal hypothesis must also be true, namely that someone’s work 
would act as a mirror of their nation’s assumed characteristics.  Henry James 
firmly believed that to be the case.  In order to learn about the English national 
character, he believed, all one had to do was to look at the paintings of English 
artists.  In fact, in his review of the Royal Academy exhibition in 1882, James 
admitted that his interest in English painting came down primarily to the fact 
that it proved to be a helpful aid in his study of national character: 
. . . English painting interests me chiefly, not as painting, but as English. It 
throws little light, on the whole, on the art of Titian and of Rembrandt; but 
it throws a light which is to me always fresh, always abundant, always 
fortunate, on the turn of the English mind. It is far from being the most 
successful manifestation of that mind; but it adds a good deal to our 
knowledge of it.233 
 
Individual character was therefore seen primarily as the product of biological 
and physical circumstances, rather than the complex sum of culturally and 
socially generated values.  William Holman Hunt also weighed in on the issue, 
                                                 
232 Ibid., 348. 
233 Henry James, “London Pictures, 1882,” in The Painter’s Eye:  Notes and Essays on the Pictorial 
Arts, ed. John L. Sweeney (London:  Hart-Davis, 1956), 203. 
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agreeing with James that French art “is an expression, as all Art should be, of the 
nature of the race.”234   
With this reasoning in mind, it becomes clear why some critics gradually 
considered French art as dangerous.  According to John Ruskin, art bears the 
moral character of its maker, and the maker, as has been discussed, inevitably 
bears within himself the seeds of his nation’s moral character, particularly if he 
happens to be of French descent.  Ruskin taught that the individual moral 
character of an artist determined the moral value of his artistic work as well as 
the capacity of that work to affect its viewer either for good or bad.  He therefore 
urged his audience to inform itself about the moral character of an artist before 
allowing his or her work to exercise its subconsciously active influence over the 
viewer.235  Seeing the close link between nation and personal character that was 
perceived during this time, it is entirely imaginable that people, including art 
critics, would extend Ruskin’s admonition regarding conducting ‘moral 
background checks’ to the arena of an artist’s national background.  Julie Codell 
argues that “the very sanctity of art” as it had been articulated by John Ruskin, 
added to its susceptibility to negative influences “from the leprous artist to foul 
                                                 
234 W. Holman Hunt, “The Ideals of Art,” New Review 4 (May 1891):  428. 
235 Julie F. Codell, The Victorian Artist:  Artists’ Lifewritings in Britain, ca. 1870-1910 (Cambridge:  
Cambridge University Press, 2003), 89. 
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‘our’ national culture.”236  This is one reason why many English art critics felt 
threatened by French and other foreign artists, entering their society with 
supposed sub-luster moral standards.  
 
2.3.  National types 
As the topic of nationalism became a major issue in the art world, critics 
began to scrutinize the ability of French painters to truthfully capture the 
national character of the English.  Victorian art critics, generally speaking, placed 
greater value on an artist’s ability to depict a general type of face that 
represented the collective traits of a sitter’s nationhood rather than an artist’s 
ability to depict individualized faces.  It was believed that in order to 
successfully capture the essence of a nationality, a painter had to share that 
nationality.  William Holman Hunt agreed wholeheartedly with his critics on 
that point, claiming: 
Every great Art so far has been strictly national. It is by honest emulation 
among different races that progress and culture is obtained and the fact 
forms a great reason against Caesarism in thought and invention. Every 
race is diverse in its nature, and each can only truly express its own.237 
 
The belief that only Englishmen were able to capture the essence of 
Englishness was not exclusive to the nineteenth century, but survived well into 
                                                 
236 Ibid., 94. 
237 Hunt, op. cit., 430-1. 
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the twentieth century.  Maurice Grosser, for instance, explains that a “native 
painter” will subconsciously recognize and capture a person’s national character, 
an “integral part of [a] sitter’s resemblance.”238  William Hogarth, therefore, being 
English, was able to paint “unmistakably” English types, Grosser reasoned,239 
while Anthony Van Dyck, along with every imported European painters of the 
eighteenth century,240 was not able to do so simply “because he’s not English 
himself.”241   
Henry James also addressed this topic on numerous occasions.  He said of 
Edward Burne-Jones at the Grosvenor Gallery in 1878, for instance:  “If his 
figures are too much of the same family, no English painter of our day has 
mastered a single type so completely and made it an image of so many different 
things.”242  In other words, according to James, Burne-Jones succeeded in uniting 
a plethora of ideas into one image.  The portrait of Archibald Forbes by the 
English Academician Sir Hubert von Herkomer (1849-1914) exhibited at the 
Grosvenor Gallery in 1882 also garnered high praise from Henry James, because 
it went beyond individual representations to capture a ‘type’.  James observed: 
It is one of those fine pictures which, besides representing an individual, 
represent a type – raise the individual to the significance of a type. This is 
the roving Englishman, the man of energy and adventure, who has left his 
                                                 
238 Maurice Grosser, The Painter’s Eye (New York:  Mentor, 1951), 40. 
239 Ibid., 42. 
240 Ibid., 40.  He mentions Holbein, Van Somer, Van Ceulen, Lely, and Kneller. 
241 Ibid., 37. 
242 James, 1878, op. cit., 163. 
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solid footprint in every corner of the globe, and has brought back from his 
furthest peregrinations a fund of good spirits and good stories.243 
 
Not only had Herkomer supposedly succeeded in surpassing mere individual 
representation, he had also managed to capture the quintessential male 
Englishman.244  This is not to say, however, that either Herkomer or Burne-Jones 
failed to reproduce the individual likeness of their sitters.  Their success, 
according to Henry James, came from their ability to capture both a person’s 
individual likeness and combine it with his or her national character within one 
portrait.   
Most Victorian art critics did not think that French artists were good at 
capturing English types.  Of all the individuals from that category active in 
London during the 1870s, James Tissot garnered both the highest praise and the 
harshest critique for his attempts at rendering English people.245  At the height of 
his critical and economic success in London, the Times recognized Tissot’s London 
Visitors (1874) (Fig. 8) as “another illustration of the thorough appropriation of 
English types and subjects by this clever French painter.”246  At the same 
                                                 
243 James, 1882, op. cit., 214. 
244 Hubert Herkomer was actually born in Bavaria, which, according to Maurice Grosser, for 
example, would mean that Herkomer should not be able to truly capture the essence of another 
person’s nationality. 
245 Chapter One examines the reasons for critics’ ambivalence toward Tissot in greater detail. 
246 “Exhibition of the Royal Academy,” Times (May 2, 1874):  12.  Although this might be 
understood as praise, the words “appropriation” and “clever” betray a sense of suspicion or 
contempt in this critic’s appraisal.  This will discussed in greater detail toward the end of this 
chapter. 
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exhibition, the Spectator also found words of praise for Tissot’s ability to depict 
English life and its types in Ball on Shipboard (1874) (Fig. 9):  
To a foreign artist settled in this country the credit is due of painting the 
most elaborate, and in some respects on the most truthful, representations 
of a scene in English life of the present day. M. Tissot’s Ball on Shipboard. 
Except in the case of the old officer, whose large profile is just seen on the 
left and who is an unmitigated Frenchman, M. Tissot is fairly successful in 
his attempt to depict an English type of face, and he is particularly so in 
his group of London Visitors, on the steps of the National Gallery.247 
 
This critic observed both failure and success in Tissot’s attempt at national 
representation.  While he insisted that one figure looked like an “unmitigated 
Frenchman,” he identified others as proper English types.  It is unlikely, of 
course, that Tissot would have indeed gone through the trouble of finding a 
Frenchman to stand as model for the old officer.  This only illustrates how 
arbitrary judgments of art critics’ tended to be in matters of nationality.  The 
following example underlines this point.  Upon seeing the Ball on Shipboard at the 
Royal Academy, the Illustrated London News wrote, rather perplexed:  “Strange to 
say, a foreign artist – M. Tissot – sets our painters an example, in choosing 
English subjects so characteristic that they seem to be neglected only because 
they are so near at hand.”  The critic felt, contrary to the Spectator, that Tissot had 
completely failed in his attempt to depict a believable English type, arguing:  
“The peculiar types prevalent in [Tissot’s] works – the lanky faces, crane necks, 
                                                 
247 “The Royal Academy:  Third Notice,” Spectator (May 30, 1874):  692. 
 126 
 
 
and falling shoulders – are not recognizable by us as English; they are, besides 
always curiously cold and antipathetic.”248  Even the Spectator, who had 
complemented Tissot for his keen eye with regard to depictions of English faces 
qualified his praise: 
. . . though we admit [Tissot’s models] to be English, they are so rather as 
seen from the French than from the English point of view. Mr. Calderon’s, 
or Mr. Yeames’s, or even Mr. Frith’s less distingué type of young lady is 
more national to native eyes.249 
 
According to his harshest critics, therefore, Tissot would never successfully 
manage to render typical English male and especially female faces.  Tissot’s 
vision of what the English looked like, it was reasoned, must have necessarily 
remained only a fragment of reality simply because he saw them “from the 
French than from the English point of view.”250  Again, one’s nationality, not 
artistic skill, determined one’s ability to capture the essence of an English person. 
The critic writing for the Spectator did, however, provide an example of an 
English painter who did satisfy “native eyes.”251  Commenting on Elizabeth 
Thompson’s Calling Roll after an Engagement in the Crimea (1874),252 the critic 
                                                 
248 “Exhibition of the Royal Academy,” Illustrated London News (May 16, 1874):  470. 
249 Spectator (May 30, 1874):  692. 
250 Ibid. 
251 He did not, however, intend this example as evidence of his point.  The comment comes from 
his first notice of the Royal Academy, published three weeks earlier.  It is used here as evidence 
of the point that critics thought only painters from England would be capable of properly 
depicting the English. 
252 This painting was very popular and established Elizabeth Thompson’s fame.  It was purchased 
by Queen Victoria and is now located at Buckingham Palace. 
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praised the ability of the painter to observe and depict her military subject from a 
“thoroughly English, and what is more remarkable, from a thoroughly manly 
point of view.”253  In other words, this painter successfully transcended gender 
lines and by so doing attained the privileged perspective of the implied male 
viewer.  Moreover, by drawing on traditional stereotypes, the Spectator 
anticipated how painters from foreign nations might have (mis)treated 
Thompson’s type of military subject and emphasized proudly that her pictures 
showed “no feminine hysteric sentiment, no French theatrical glory, no Russian 
piling up of horrors.”254 
This critic, and surely many other ones like him, assumed that something 
was hard-wired, perhaps not in the human psyche, but in the human physique 
(he spoke of “native eyes,” for example) that enabled one and hindered another, 
depending on their national affiliation, from sharing a common, even identical 
experience of the natural world.  The Times had cast the opposite judgment on 
Alphonse Legros in 1864, predicting that his picture L’Ex Voto, exhibited at the 
Royal Academy, would fail to “please English eyes.”255  In Thompson’s case, 
moreover, the critic observed the successful cross-gender perspective by the 
female artist.  Considering the otherwise rigid gender roles governing Victorian 
                                                 
253 For the same reasons, Maas thinks Rosa Bonheur’s “Horse Fair” was so successful.  People 
were amazed to see a picture that was so well painted by a woman.  
254 “The Royal Academy, First Notice,” Spectator (May 9, 1874):  630. 
255 Times (May 5, 1864):  8. 
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social thinking, this is truly remarkable.  While such assumptions are no longer 
unchallenged today, this example does clarify that issues concerning the 
‘nationality of art’ really began to play a significant role in the production and 
evaluation of paintings in late nineteenth-century England.   
The fact that every other artist developed a facial “type” was obvious to 
the critic of the Graphic as well.  In an exhibition that carried the title “Type of 
Beauty, V,” the Graphic wrote:  “Although Nature, in modeling the human face 
divine, is lavish of variety, yet it will be observed that each artist clings more or 
less to a special type, which he makes his own.”  The critic observed that the 
faces were painted with the “utmost endeavour to obtain perfection,”256 revealing 
an idealistic, rather than naturalistic agenda.  The critic then turned to Tissot as 
someone who exemplified this practice: 
Thus we have before seen this piquant young lady of M. Tissot’s. It was 
down the river, between London Bridge and Greenwich, and she was 
seated in the bow-window of a picturesque old tavern, which window 
commanded a view of masts and steamer-funnels innumerable. Her 
native attractiveness was enhanced by her nautical surroundings of coal 
barges, pitch, oilskin wrappers, and, perhaps, a real live skipper of the old 
ante-steam school.257 
 
Unlike others before him, this critic recognized Tissot’s cunning ability to capture 
the English national type as well as his skill in underlining the “native 
attractiveness” of his subject with the aid of objects from the marine trade – 
                                                 
256 “Type of Beauty, V,” Graphic (October 29, 1881):  438. 
257 Ibid. 
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national markers that were immediately recognizable to any observer as 
typically and patriotically English.  At the Grosvenor exhibition of 1877, the 
Times art critic spoke in a similarly patriotic tone, giving Tissot credit for his 
particular skill to depict English folk truthfully.  He wrote:   
How perfectly he has painted the cold gray light on English water, and the 
multiplicity of crowded craft and crossing spars and ropes, in our rivers 
and harbours we see from the picture of Portsmouth Dockyard (25), in 
which a happy Highland sergeant finds himself to his huge content afloat 
in company with two sprightly ladies; or that (19) in which a young Sub-
Lieutenant does the honours of Her Majesty’s ship Calcutta to two 
charming visitors. So, in the “Summer” (17), a picnic in full revel, M. 
Tissot has shown an appreciation of English types and manners…258 
 
This critic subjected even the terrestrial element of water to national parameters.  
It was only natural to him, that “English water” filled domestic rivers and 
harbours.259   
James Tissot was a master at adapting to various political, economic and 
social environments.  During his eleven-year sojourn in London, he managed, 
within a remarkably short period of time, to establish a base of costumers and 
                                                 
258 “The Grosvenor Gallery,” Times (May 1, 1877):  10.  This was the opening of the Grosvenor 
Gallery.  Tissot showed off his whole range of subjects and styles from medieval pictures to 
contemporary scenes and even the allegorical “Triumph of Will” sculpture.  Moreover, Tissot 
shows his “versatility” in the large heads (numbers 18, 21, and 26) as well as “his great command 
of all the executive resources of his art” in “Chrysanthemeums” (24). 
259 The economic significance of the river Thames and its prominence in art produced in London 
since the middle of the nineteenth century have been well documented.  See John House, “The 
Impressionist Vision of London,” in Victorian Artists and the City:  A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. 
Ira Bruce Nadel and F.S. Schwarzbach (New York:  Pergamon, 1980):  78-90.  See also Nancy Rose 
Marshall, James Tissot:  Victorian Life / Modern Love (New Haven and London:  The American 
Federation of Arts, 1999).  Marshall points out that Tissot’s choice of this subject was therefore 
not at all arbitrary, but a calculated attempt at garnering British patronage and popularity.  She 
calls the Thames a subject “literally and figuratively at the heart of the country.” (61) 
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collectors, who supported him during his self-imposed exile.260  Upon his return 
to Paris in 1882, Tissot re-invented himself once again, producing an ambitious 
series of sixteen paintings as well as sixty etching, representing – what else – 
“typical” women of Paris.  During their exhibition at the Arthur Tooth Gallery in 
London, the periodical Academy observed that Tissot’s women reflected   
. . . Paris industrious, Paris pleasure-making, but above all, Paris feminine. 
. . . M. Tissot’s women are of Paris, Parisian, unlike as their prototypes 
themselves to Mr. Du Maurier’s recent presentment of Parisiennes at the 
Salon in Punch. These last were as English in ‘tournure,’ despite 
heightened hats and heels . . .261 
 
While there was no question in this critic’s mind that Tissot’s women truly were 
from Paris,262 he was not convinced, in contrast, by the alleged Parisian identity 
of the women in George Du Maurier’s cartoons published in the satirical journal 
Punch.263  This is especially perplexing in the light of the fact that Du Maurier 
himself was French-born and, therefore, should have been able, according to 
prevailing beliefs, to capture his people’s essence without trouble.  Again, while 
today’s viewer might have difficulty distinguishing between a depiction of a 
Parisian lady and one of an Englishwoman, dressing up in Parisian costume, the 
                                                 
260 Tissot was suspected of having participated to some degree in the Paris Commune following 
the government’s surrender to Prussia. 
261 “Tissot’s Pictures of Parisian Life,” Academy (August 28, 1886):  142. 
262 Notice that the critic, probably Phillipe Burty, is far from praising the appearance of Tissot’s 
Parisian ladies itself.  On the contrary, in the same review he refers to them as “always pretty, 
never beautiful.”  See Academy (August 28, 1886):  142.  This conclusion also serves in summing 
the general attitude many English critics during the 1870s held regarding the technically 
accomplished paintings by French artists.  
263 Du Maurier contributed two cartoons per week since 1865. 
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nineteenth-century critic obviously felt up to the task.  This illustrates two 
important points.  First, not all critics agreed with each other.  As has been 
shown, Tissot was considered more or less successful in capturing both English 
and French types, depending on which critic was writing the review.  Second, it 
shows not only how volatile, but also how arbitrary the debate about national 
character and typology was during the 1870s.  After all, it was assumed that 
foreigner were by nature limited with regard to the ability to perceive and 
reproduce the true essence of individuals belonging to other nationalities.  At 
least in the mind of the Academy critic, Tissot was successful in bridging the 
imagined gap.  
National types, as has been demonstrated, were viewed as the logical and 
natural product of national character.  These collective characteristics, in turn, 
were seen as inherently linked to one’s genealogically determined national 
affiliation.  It has also been established that England had come to accept a rather 
definitive, yet generalized picture of the French in which morality served as a 
convenient benchmark for judging similarities and differences to the English 
nation.  
The so-called relaxed moral standards of the French were viewed in 
England with marked suspicion.  As a result, English art critics expressed 
increasing concern that French painters might contaminate the ‘purity’ of 
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innocent spectators.  In order to better understand why critics struggled with 
some French paintings, however, it is imperative to recall what constituted the 
conservative English standard for acceptable art during the 1870s.  First and 
foremost, Victorian art had to tell a story or teach its viewer some kind of moral 
virtue.  Henry James demanded:  “The artist must tell a story or preach a sermon; 
his picture must not be an image, but, in some fashion or other, a lesson; not a 
reproduction of form and colour, but of life and experience.”264  That was the 
quintessential Victorian recipe for proper and respectable picture-making.  
Painting had to display the artist’s highest aspirations, particularly as pertaining 
to his spiritual disposition.  Certainly, technical accomplishment was desirable, 
but it was not to dominate over nor detract from thoughtful, serious and 
wholesome attention to the subject.  And what subjects were deemed worthy of 
artistic treatment?  The Spectator attempted to enlighten his readers on this point, 
albeit somewhat vaguely: 
The fit and only subjects for high art are thoughts which are worthy of 
record, deeds deserving of song, all the joys and griefs [sic], loves and 
passions of humanity; and the wider is the interest embraced and the 
deeper the passion, the nobler is the picture. Narrow and selfish passions, 
shallow or ignoble interests belong to a secondary form, while Art sinks to 
its lowest ebb when it but depicts the trivial incidents of everyday life and 
the manifold eccentricities of manner and costume.265 
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In order to highlight the moral deficiencies of French painting, English art critics 
constructed their rhetoric with increasing measure through the use of 
nationalistic words and allusions, which they would carefully weave into the 
fabric of their art reviews.  This applied to their discussion of both and artist’s 
choice of subject and painting technique.  
 
2.4.  Moral implications of French subject matter 
  One common trait of several French and Francophile painters working or 
exhibiting in England, even before the Impressionists emerged, was their 
preference for modern life as subject matter over historical, allegorical or 
religious themes.  Modern life as a source of painting subjects, however, was 
considered inappropriate and condemned as base by the majority of English art 
critics of the Victorian era.  They feared that the lack of moral content, or worse, 
the perceived attack upon English morality which such pictures supposedly 
conveyed, could ‘rub off’, so-to-speak, onto respectable society and pervert its 
presumed inherent purity.  
At the 1876 Royal Academy, the Graphic judged Tissot’s paintings mostly 
on account of their moral implications.  He anticipated “jollification in prospect” 
in The Thames (1876) (Fig. 10), a boating party with one man and two ladies, 
concluding that it was “a clever picture, but hardly nice in its suggestions.  More 
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French, shall we say, than English?266  This simple passage constitutes one of the 
most poignant attacks on French virtue in Victorian English art criticism.  
Without ever going into any detail, the Graphic created clear separation between 
the national morality of England and that of France.  All this did was call 
attention to the painter’s “suggestions,” meaning that which he intends to say, 
but is not stating clearly.  The viewer is thus left to find out what the painter 
might be suggesting, using an array of handed-down stereotypes about loose 
French moral conduct.  In contrast, pausing before the portrait of a girl by the 
English painter George Leslie, in contrast, the same reviewer remarked that it 
was “pure, fresh, and very English,” which he presented as the “main secret” of 
Leslie’s “never-failing charm.”267  Here, technical skill was subordinated to the 
moral value of the content.  The Graphic expressed similar sentiments about 
another one of Leslie’s paintings at the Royal Academy exhibition of that year, 
titled My Duty is to my Neighbor (1876) declaring there was  
. . . nothing ‘decorative’ or ‘abstract’ about it, but something infinitely 
more to most English tastes, pure and delightful in its suggestion of all 
that is sweet, all that is lovely, all that is of good report in home duties and 
home life.268   
 
A careful reading reveals that this critic compared and contrasted several 
undesirable French artistic qualities such as “decorative” and “abstract,” with 
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qualities that appeal to “English tastes.”  In particular, he juxtaposed Tissot’s 
immoral suggestions with Leslie’s unstated message, which is “pure and 
delightful in its suggestion.”  Not every critic saw the same moral subversion in 
the subjects of French figure painters.  The Observer, for instance, also singled out 
The Thames by Tissot, whom he considered “a powerful artist of the realistic 
school [whose] pictures have deserved popularity with a large class.”  Of the 
depicted women, he noted, much more mildly than the Graphic’s xenophobic 
response, “it is sufficient to say that the ladies are quite of Tissot’s type, always 
seeming to regard everything but themselves with the supremest disdain.”269  
Suspicions concerning the moral implications of French subject matter 
grew with every passing year.  Comparing and contrasting the general traits of 
French versus English art and discussing the different ways of approaching a 
subject one year later, the critic writing for the Spectator made a telling 
observation.  Both had shortcomings, he argued.  English painters were too 
prosaic, he thought, while the French were too imaginative, tending “to 
surrender the real truth for the sake of the underlying suggestion.”270  The 
Spectator’s example reveals a great deal about the English view of French morals.  
                                                 
269 Observer (May 7, 1876):  5. 
270 Spectator (August 18, 1877):  1036-7.  This “underlying suggestion,” or what the artist is not 
clearly stating, is precisely one of those things which caused some concern for English critics 
reviewing the ambiguous subjects of Tissot, for instance.  His stories, if there were indeed any 
intended, were often too opaque or ambiguous as to assure the observer the absence of any 
improper suggestion, such as with the above-mentioned The Thames. 
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If an English painter had to depict ‘Truth’, he surmised, he would probably 
depict a story in which a boy, after being caught doing something wrong ends up 
“bravely speaking the truth.”  A French painter, in contrast, would most likely 
treat the same subject as “a more or less unclothed female, in an uncomfortable 
attitude, holding a lamp high above her head.”271  In other words, while the 
English depended on a moralizing anecdote to convey the message, the French 
resorted to symbols in some morally questionable form as a vehicle.  Far from 
pursuing a blatantly xenophobic agenda, however, this author was quite vocal in 
pointing out the shortcomings of present English art: 
. . . though there is in France, and especially in Paris, a great quantity of 
base art-that is, art directed to the representation and glorification of base 
or unworthy things – there is hardly any thoroughly false art, that is, art 
without meaning, mere art-upholstery.272 
 
Some critics, then, managed to approach their task with less bias, highlighting 
flaws wherever they appeared.  In the last example, for instance, the French were 
accused of making art that was deemed devoid of moral value, while English 
painters were held accountable for producing art that amounts to no more than 
meaningless commodity.  Most English art critics of the 1870s, however, were 
determined in their resolve to reject modern subject matter as a source of 
negative influences.   
                                                 
271 Ibid., 1037. 
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2.5.  Moral implications of French painting methods 
While English critics frequently rebuked French painters for their morally 
ambiguous subjects, they did acknowledge technical skill as a genuine French 
asset.  Reviewing the first exhibition of the Society of French Artists in 1870, for 
instance, the Daily Telegraph summarized the forté of French art on exhibit, 
saying that “those who regard accurate draughtsmanship, with those who regard 
brilliant colour, as the be-all and the end-all of the graphic craft may here find 
their predilections equally gratified.”273  An artist’s strength, however, could 
easily turn into his weakness.  The problem for a French painter, as this example 
illustrates, was the over-emphasis on method and treatment to the point where 
the message of the artwork was subordinated to the display of manual skill.  If 
feeling and meaning were unintelligible due to an over-indulgence in 
superfluous detail, such as sumptuous and ‘seductive surfaces,’ Victorian art 
critics were eager to point fingers at the culprits.274 
The language of English art criticism during the late Victorian period 
contains some ambiguous adjectives, which relate directly to the technical 
aspects of French painting.  In particular, critics repeatedly used the terms 
‘clever’ and ‘vulgar’ in their reviews.  While both foreign and domestic artists 
                                                 
273 “Exhibition of Paintings by French Artists,” Daily Telegraph (December 22, 1870):  2. 
274 The words “Seductive Surfaces” are borrowed from the book title Seductive Surfaces:  The Art of 
Tissot, ed. Katherine Lochnan, Studies in British Art 6 (New Haven:  Yale University Press, 1999). 
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were affected, English critics applied ‘clever’ and ‘vulgar’ noticeably often in 
relation to French painters working in London during the 1870s.   
The word ‘clever’ had specific meanings and unlike one might think 
today, it was not necessarily intended as a compliment.  Art critics used the term 
quite frequently in reviews of Lawrence Alma-Tadema, James Tissot and 
Ferdinand Heilbuth.  Heilbuth’s pictures of Roman Cardinals were popular in 
England because of their convincingly realistic treatment.  At the Grosvenor in 
1877, the Graphic praised the fact that Heilbuth’s figures were “as true and as 
cleverly managed” as the Roman backdrop.  He also mentioned Tissot briefly for 
“several clever large heads of women” and finally noticed the soon-to-be 
controversial Nocturnes of “the fantastic, clever, and defiant” Whistler.275  On the 
same day at the Royal Academy, the Spectator found Alma Tadema’s manner of 
depicting the brightness of a summer day without conveying the sense of high 
temperatures “inexpressibly clever.”276   
Henry James also reviewed, in mostly optimistic terms, the first exhibition 
of the Grosvenor Gallery, calling it “an artistic enterprise of an unusually 
brilliant sort”277  In contrast to the Royal Academy, this venue, James continued, 
allowed “the more peculiar” artists to rise to fame.  He found their work “very 
                                                 
275 “The Grosvenor Gallery II,” Graphic (May 12, 1877):  454. 
276 “The Royal Academy:  Second Notice,” Spectator (May 12, 1877):  598. 
277 Henry James, 1877, op. cit., 139. 
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clever” and anticipated comparing and contrasting paintings from “foreign 
hands,” or “continental artists,” with those of their English peers.278  Following 
the floor plan of the exhibition, James also began his review in the East Gallery, 
which was occupied almost exclusively with paintings by Heilbuth and Tissot.  
He identified them as “the most brilliant members of the large colony of foreign 
painters established in London, and basking in the golden light . . . of British 
patronage.”  Both Tissot and Heilbuth were “extremely clever,” in his opinion.279  
One year later, Henry James addressed grouped Alma-Tadema with Tissot and 
Heilbuth, calling them the “trio of clever foreigners.”280  Thus taken out of 
context, ‘clever’ might connote something rather positive.  A closer examination 
reveals, however, that this was often not the case.  
In 1870, the Athenaeum defined the term for the lay person in a review of 
the French Gallery.  “Cleverness,” according to the critic, meant “dexterity or 
trick.”281  It referred to purely technical aspects of painting.  One critic was quite 
impressed by Tissot’s skill, admitting that “manual dexterity could hardly 
achieve a greater triumph.”282  Some years later, another critic praised the fact 
that the paintings by English artists at the Manchester Royal Jubilee Exhibition 
                                                 
278 Ibid., 140. 
279 Ibid. 
280 James, 1878, op. cit., 166. 
281 “Winter Exhibition at the French Gallery,” Athenaeum (November 12, 1870):  631. 
282 “The Grosvenor Gallery:  Second Notice,” Spectator (May 26, 1877):  665. 
 140 
 
 
could hold their own in the absence of French art with its “sensational 
trickery.”283   
John Ruskin, on the other hand, frowned upon an over-emphasis of 
technical virtuosity.  He cautioned fellow art critics to “take no notice of pictures 
attracting merely by their tricks of painting.”284  One might ask what could 
possibly be wrong with technical accomplishment.  Was manual skill not an asset 
highly prized by the Royal Academy and the very reason why many considered 
French artists superior to their peers in England?  The answer is that manual 
skill, if it stood alone, was not enough.  A number of art critics shared Ruskin’s 
opinion.  In 1877, the Spectator also noted that Heilbuth’s paintings were 
“undoubtedly excessively clever.”285  The critic immediately qualified his 
comment, however, by adding:  “but it is a thoroughly low way, which ends in a 
cul-de-sac.”286  These words remove all doubt concerning his attitude towards 
‘cleverness’, namely that an artist’s technical showmanship usually came at the 
expense of being able to convey sentiments, intelligibility and moral virtues.  For 
instance, although he praised Tissot’s as ‘clever,’ Henry James was unimpressed 
by his “sterile and disagreeable” sentiment.287  Art of such nature was deemed 
unworthy of serious attention from respectable critics and the public.  When 
                                                 
283 Morris, op. cit., 285 
284 Quoted in Flint, 2000, op. cit., 195. 
285 “The Grosvenor Gallery:  Second Notice,” Spectator (May 26, 1877):  665. 
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287 James, 1878, op. cit., 166. 
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Harry Quilter reviewed the Paris Salon one decade later, he repeated the charge 
that French painting was “at once profoundly skilful and as profoundly 
heartless.”  He also observed to his dismay that the pursuit of ‘cleverness’ was 
taking hold on English artists, causing them to take shortcuts to success via 
French painting methods.  Quilter regretted that English painters had become 
“so absorbed in their pursuit of technical excellence” that they had made it a 
substitute for the true purpose of painting, namely the expression of beauty, 
feeling and moral virtue.  Quilter’s conclusion is sobering: 
The power, the skill, and the industry shown in this present exhibition of 
the Salon are simply incredible in their extent; and despite them all, the 
visitor to the gallery goes away fatigued and depressed, conscious of a 
multitude of paintings of consummate ability, and scarcely remembering 
half a dozen beautiful pictures.288 
 
Another author, the literary critic Emilie Barrington, joined the chorus of those 
criticizing the gaudy display of technical skill by French painters.  In her review 
of the Grosvenor Gallery in 1879, she wrote:  “We feel almost resentful towards a 
M. Tissot’s and a M. Legros’ skill . . . because it is so provoking to see such power 
and industry used on such trivial subjects.”289  She then assured her readers: 
No painter ever became a great artist merely because he painted things 
exactly as he saw them from an external view. Pigments, however cleverly 
arranged and handled so as to imitate nature, must ever remain 
inadequate to express anything like her beauty, and cannot be a real gain 
                                                 
288 Harry Quilter, “The Tendencies of French Art,” Contemporary Review 51 (June 1887):  871-2. 
289 Emilie I. Barrington, “Is a great school of art possible in the present day?”  Nineteenth Century 5 
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to the treasures of the world unless they also translate the sensibility of a 
superior human mind and feeling.290  
 
The real problem, Barrington revealed, was that ‘cleverness’ in painting caused a 
chain reaction which ultimately proved detrimental to the English people as a 
nation.  Barrington cautioned that “the more successes we have of this kind the 
less success, as an educating power, art will have in the nation.”291  
Demonstrating technical prowess was, therefore, simply not acceptable by many 
critics as a substitute for a lack of artistic feeling and the conveying of moral 
value which was crucial in the education of the English nation. 
Some newspaper and periodical articles reveal that ‘cleverness’ was often 
equated with ‘Frenchness’.  When Anthony Trollope compared the English and 
French people earlier in the century, he concluded that while the French might 
consider the English generally dull, “cleverness” was a quintessential French 
characteristic.292  The term can thus be read as an indicator of national bias.  
Examining Stanhope Forbe’s picture A Fish Sale on the Cornish Coast (1885) 
Claude Phillips, art critic for the intellectual periodical Academy noted:  ”Very 
cleverly suggested is the heavy, moisture-laden atmosphere . . . French technique 
has, it would seem, something to do with the success of the work . . .”293  Another 
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292 Newsome, op. cit., 96. 
293 “The Royal Academy III,” Academy (May 30, 1885):  389. 
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person who equated “clever” painting technique as typically French was the 
critic for the London Times.  Commenting on the Grosvenor Gallery a year after 
its inauguration, he observed the following with regard to “French thoroughness 
of pictorial education”: 
The pictures of Tissot, Heilbuth, and Legros, hung side by side, suggest 
curious contrasts. . . . It is impossible to conceive art less unsophisticated, 
less in contact with nature, as far as its subject-matter goes, than Tissot’s. 
But it would be difficult to find in any contemporary painter’s work more 
artistic thought and resource than have been lavished on these 
sophisticated subjects. It is art brought to the doors and laid at the feet of 
the monde, if not sometimes of the demi-monde, with an almost cynical 
sincerity. Thus far it is French rather than English, alike in the ideas it 
suggests and the skill it shows.294 
 
The word “sophistication” is note-worthy.  It was apparently employed as a term 
connoting artifice and skill, applied without sentiment or nature-like warmth.  In 
this sense, it would have to be classified as ‘false,’ because it is applied to 
something invented or man-made.  
Whether intentional or not, equating ‘cleverness’ with ‘Frenchness’ also 
meant, of course, equating it with low moral values.  Once again, art reviews 
from the Grosvenor Gallery help to illuminate this issue.  The critic writing for 
the Spectator, for instance, tried hard to educate his audience on the difference 
between paintings that were ‘clever’ and those that rose above the mere display 
of technical versatility.  He wrote: 
                                                 
294 “The Grosvenor Gallery,” Times (May 2, 1878):  7. 
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What we wish to impress upon our readers is the inestimable value of all 
really great imaginative power, and therefore the superiority of any 
pictures, such as those of Watts and Burne-Jones, over any amount of 
imitative dexterity like that of Alma Tadema. . . . And what we chiefly 
hope for from this Grosvenor Gallery is that it will enable people who 
have any real taste to see the difference between painting which is clever, 
but which is also shallow and vulgar, and painting which is the noble 
result of toilsome thought, as well as manual dexterity.295 
 
This author suggested that manual dexterity or ‘cleverness’ was, in itself, base.  If 
a foreigner like Alma-Tadema were to combine manual skill with “toilsome 
thought” and “imaginative power,” by contrast, he would achieve true success.  
The statement is educational on another level as well.  The Spectator linked 
the term ‘clever’ to the second ambiguous adjective Victorian art critics were 
fond of uttering in relation to French painters, namely ‘vulgar.’  In her study of 
Tissot’s scenes depicting the high society of London, Nancy Rose Marshall 
declares that vulgarity, as it was understood at that time, “involved a pretension 
to what one was not.”  She quotes Ruskin defining the term as “. . . an 
assumption of behaviour, language, or dress, unsuited to them, by persons in 
inferior stations of life.”296  It was therefore associated with a deliberate attempt 
on behalf of rich middle class citizens to transcend class boundaries by 
displaying their wealth.  A few years later, Ruskin would reiterate his point, 
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296 John Ruskin, Modern Painters, Vol. 5, quoted in Marshall, op. cit., 82. 
 145 
 
 
dismissing Tissot’s pictures at the Grosvenor Gallery as “mere coloured 
photographs of vulgar society.”297   
Similarly, Henry James observed in 1875:  “Art, at the present day, is 
being steadily and rapidly vulgarized,” meaning that it appealed more and more 
to the common masses.”298  Henry James was particularly harsh towards his 
fellow-Americans living in London, who did not measure up to English manners 
in his opinion.  “There is but one word to use in regard to them,” he declared:  
“vulgar, vulgar, vulgar.”299  Moreover, in a review of the Society of French Artists 
in 1876, the critic of the Pall Mall Gazette dismissed Manet’s contribution as 
“hopelessly vulgar.”300  Clearly, in these instances, ‘vulgar’ has been chosen to 
disenfranchise the moral character of the person or work under review by calling 
attention to their ties to a lower class.   So-called ‘clever’ painters, then, found 
themselves in a dilemma with the British press.  If one proved to be technically 
accomplished but otherwise expressed no moral feeling, he had fallen short in 
the eyes of most English art critics.  Such ‘cleverness,’ they felt, appealed only to 
the visual senses and had no ennobling effect on individuals and instead 
amounted only to a betrayal of an artist’s own vulgar state.  
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Not every English critic thought that only French painters were guilty of 
‘cleverness.’  Henry James, for instance, also condemned British artists at the 
Royal Academy: 
The Royal Academy of the present moment unquestionably represents a 
great deal of cleverness and ability; but in the way in which everything is 
painted down to the level of a vulgar trivial Philistinism there is 
something signally depressing.301 
 
This passage helps clarify that Henry James did not merely pick on foreigners 
but criticized the practice wherever he encountered it, even among English 
painters.  Conversely, P.G. Hamerton also claimed that not every French painter 
was guilty of ‘cleverness.’  He maintained:  “No painting ever approached so 
near imitation as that of Auguste and Rosa Bonheur without falling into some 
vulgarly deceptive trick of execution.”  Hamerton surmised that they “have 
never condescended to catch the taste of the lower public by any rendering of 
detail imitative enough to injure the effect of the whole work.”302  Nevertheless, 
Hamerton was the exception among a host of colleagues who viewed cleverness 
as a French device and vulgarity one of its closest relatives.  The combination of 
French types of subject with French painting technique, so the consensus among 
many art critics, satisfied worldly instincts alone.  This was precisely the hurdle 
that proper, respectable painting was supposed to help spectators overcome. 
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3.  Conclusion 
English art critics who practiced their profession during the early 1870s 
were confronted with an increased number of exhibition venues featuring 
foreign artists.  Although this did not result in unilateral rejection, art critics 
could not and would not ignore the blatant differences between domestic and 
foreign painting.  In search for an explanation for those differences, both 
generalist and specialist art critics often resorted to a repertoire of deep-seated 
national stereotypes and prejudices and thus wrote about foreign art in ‘national’ 
terms.  Although one cannot speak of one single attitude or set of opinions, it 
appears that most, if not all art critics, regardless of whether they wrote for daily, 
weekly, monthly or quarterly publications, joined the prevailing discourse over 
issues related to the nationalities of foreign artists.  History provided sufficient 
material for the construction of national stereotypes, which now readily found its 
way into exhibition reviews.  It has been demonstrated that several art critics 
began to relate a painter’s choice of subject matter and painting method to his or 
her national identity.  This generalized analysis of the foreign ‘other,’ specifically 
the French, as well as the weariness of moral subversion through outside 
influences, resulted in art reviews that carried more or less overtly nationalized 
overtones.  One might say that art was increasingly judged through ‘national 
spectacles.’   
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Whenever art critics passed judgment on an art piece, their outward 
activity was inevitably tied to a certain degree of self-inclusion, as every 
publication and its contributors fostered different points of view.  In the case of 
English art criticism during the 1870s, this triggered a kind of self-analysis based 
on the observations and evaluations of the general traits and patterns of others.  
In concrete terms, there emerged in the English press of the 1870s an increasingly 
heated debate concerning the past, present and future state of the ‘native’ English 
school of painting.  While numerous writers recognized the merits of French 
painting, they also expressed concern that foreign influences could harm the 
progress in the domestic art sector.  This, in turn, added fuel to the growing 
nationalist sentiments already pervading English art criticism.  Chapter Four is 
devoted to a thorough investigation of this topic. 
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CHAPTER FOUR:  Critical self-examination fosters competitive tone in art  
             criticism 
 
 
As has been shown thus far, the heightened profile of French painting in 
England triggered some art critics to skeptically examine the differences between 
foreign and domestic art.  They frequently judged the artistic productions of 
French artists in relation to their national identity, thus explaining aesthetic 
difference through their national character.  The focus on the ‘other’, however, 
accounts only for half the story.  As English critics analyzed the manners and 
types of French painting, they also began to reflect more critically on themselves 
and the state of domestic art production.  The increased presence of French art 
being exhibited as well as bought and sold on British soil lead to a greater 
awareness in the periodical press that the current state of the English School of 
painting was far from desirable.  This realization spurned a debate over the 
question where England had gone wrong with regard to patronizing, promoting 
and exhibiting the painting of its own artists.   
 
1.  Interest in foreign perceptions of England 
Since the Great Exhibition of 1851, numerous articles in the English press 
reveal a general self-consciousness regarding how the English were perceived by 
the rest of the world.  After the Franco-Prussian war, this debate began to extend 
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more to the artistic realm.  A closer look at the history of England’s national 
institutions, such as the Royal Academy and the National Gallery, revealed to 
Victorian thinkers both the disadvantages as well as the advantages over their 
French rivals.  Predictably, in such comparisons, an engagement with issues 
involving national pride and patriotism were predestined.  The practice of 
national self-analysis thus fostered an environment of competition and envy 
among numerous English art critics.  It greatly affected the reception of foreign 
art in late Victorian England.  Once again, the ever-increasing amount and 
various types of press material proved to be a convenient and effective way for 
spreading a wealth of ideas and agendas. 
 
1.1.  Periodicals reveal national self-consciousness 
 
“We often wish to ‘see ourselves as others see us’,” the Graphic wrote in an 
article about French opinion of England in 1874.303  Indeed, a cursory index 
search of mid- to late-nineteenth-century journals reveals a general increase in 
England’s curiosity regarding foreign perceptions of their native country.  
Numerous articles suggest that there existed a great desire to find out what 
foreign visitors thought of the English people, as well as their customs and 
culture.  They reveal moreover that such self-analysis was always contingent on 
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comparison with another country as a point of reference.  For England, that 
country was, of course, France, its closest neighbor and traditional rival. 
 
1.2.  Evaluating England in relation to France around mid-century 
 
The interest in foreign opinion of England was neither new in the 1870s, 
nor was it confined to the fine arts.  Rather, it constituted a general desire at good 
national self-representation.  The Crystal Palace had acted as a major catalyst for 
this type of competitive thinking.  During 1851, hordes of continental visitors had 
flocked to witness the national achievements of the leading European nations.  
This contributed to a burgeoning atmosphere of competition which eventually 
resulted in profit-driven industries that form the foundation of today’s world 
economy.   
It is interesting to note that while hundreds of nations were represented at 
this and subsequent World’s Fairs, the debates in the press focused particularly 
on comparisons between London and Paris and, in a wider sense, juxtapositions 
of England and France.  English writers during that period habitually used 
France as a point of reference in discussions of England’s current state, be it 
military, political or cultural.  The seeds of national competition were therefore 
sown in 1851, during the glorious exhibition at the Crystal Palace. 
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In an article titled “Foreign estimates of England,” Blackwood’s reviewed a 
book written about England by a German author named Max Schlesinger.304  
“Inexhaustible interest attaches to the printed observation of intelligent 
foreigners upon England and its capital,” the critic from Blackwood’s declared on 
behalf of his British audience.  From the outset, however, he was cautious about 
Schlesinger’s book, warning his readers through effective use of graphic 
metaphors that this foreigner’s account, although addressed to “the great, noble 
and hospitable people of England,” turned out to be rather critical of them.  
“Though he had gall in his ink, it must turn to honey on his paper,” the reviewer 
began, adding that Schlesinger “gags us with a rose, that we may silently bear 
the pricking of the thorns.”305  While he did critique some aspects of English life, 
Schlesinger credited the Crystal Palace with opening the eyes of Europe to 
London.  He predicted a sharp increase in both the number and quality of 
publications about England, mainly due to that seminal event.  The English 
people were, of course, extremely proud of their Great Exhibition and were well-
aware of the impact it had had on public relations with continental Europe.  
Blackwood’s expressed its pride as follows: 
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The cosmopolitan glasshouse was the glittering bait which drew to our 
shores a larger concourse of foreigners than England ever before at one 
time beheld, or than she is likely ever again to behold, at least in our day, 
unless in the rather improbable contingency of the French Emperor’s 
successfully realizing those projects of invasion some are disposed to 
impute to him. A summer of unusual beauty, a general disposition to 
show kindness and hospitality to the stranger, the manifold attractions of 
that really wonderful building, unsurpassed save by the edifice now rising 
from its remains on the slope of a Kentish hill, combined to invest London 
with a charm to which foreigners who had already visited it were wholly 
unaccustomed, and for which those who for the first time beheld it were 
quite unprepared.306 
 
The article in Blackwood’s is an early glimpse into the self-conscious English 
mind, determined to harness nothing but praise from foreigners.  A few years 
before the Great Exhibition, Martha Jones wrote an article for the British Quarterly 
Review in which she poked fun at British self-conceit.  Jones succinctly captured 
the competitive spirit that marked the ongoing rivalry between London and 
Paris.  In addition to making their mark on Europe, she surmised England would 
be happy to 
. . . extend our beneficence to France, and especially to Paris; perhaps set 
up the Trafalgar column in the Place de Concorde, and the National 
Gallery instead of the Louvre – in fact, render Paris a great deal more like 
London than it is, while of course we should make equal advances in 
reforming the manners and tastes of the inhabitants.307 
 
These examples of periodical text illustrate the level of interest English writers 
attached to England’s image before continental nations.   More importantly, they 
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demonstrate that the Victorians were quite keen on an advantageous comparison 
between their nation and France.   
 
 
1.3.  Evaluating England in relation to France after 1870 
 
This interest experienced a second blossoming during the 1870s.  The 
initial impetus appears to have been born from political turmoil on the continent.  
The Franco-Prussian war affected England not only, as has been discussed 
earlier, through the waves of French immigrants which the war forced to 
England’s shores.  The shift of military power within Europe also presented 
England with a certain sense of political vulnerability, resulting in a general 
feeling of national insecurity.  Once again, periodical writers resorted to 
comparisons between England and its greatest rival among European nations.  It 
helped, of course, that France had recently been humiliated by Prussia and had 
thus been weakened militarily, economically, culturally and emotionally.  The 
time was right for a new round of national rhetoric, loaded with generalizations 
and stereotypical assumptions. 
In an article dealing with national character, the Spectator appeared to 
respond to a caricature of Englishness by a French hand.  He highlighted the fact 
that the English thought of themselves as unaffected by criticism, satire and 
ridicule, be it through verbal attacks or graphic caricature.  “Nobody can think of 
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a caricature which would seriously annoy an Englishman from the side of his 
nationality,” the Spectator boasted.  He immediately qualified his statement, 
saying:  “The French did their best in that way for years…”  This explains in part 
why English writers were so eager to find out what others thought of their 
nation.  If one considers himself immune to critique, one will not mind being 
exposed to it.  The Spectator’s reference to France, however, casts doubt on the 
unassailability of English national pride.  By acknowledging England’s national 
opponent, he unintentionally suggested that the fierce rivalry which had been 
raging between the neighbor nations for ages may, in fact, have been fully intact.  
Nevertheless, the author was absolutely certain of his claim and tried to cement 
his argument, saying: 
We have tried in vain, in fact, to think of the form of ridicule with pen or 
pencil which would give Englishmen . . . five minutes’ annoyance. They 
might be irritated by individual libel or vexed by truthful reprimand, but 
the notion that their nation was hurt would never enter their minds.308 
 
An obvious point prevents the attentive reader from accepting the validity 
of this statement.  First, the very act of analyzing one’s indifference towards 
criticism and lack of sensitiveness towards national critique suggests the 
existence of the very thing one wishes to denounce.  Secondly, the host of articles 
dealing with the perception of Englishmen in the eyes of foreigners, as well as 
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the numerous authors engaging in national self-analysis underline how 
extremely self-conscious and sensitive English people really were at this time.   
The way art critics dealt with satire or critique from foreign artists is a case 
in point.  Their remarks about how foreigners were unable to correctly draw 
English types, or worse, that their understanding of English mannerisms was 
completely flawed, indicates that the terms in which many English art critics 
perceived themselves were precisely contrary to reality.  In fact, they took great 
offence at having their nation depicted in a manner that was unflattering or ‘un-
English’ in their eyes.  The Graphic, for instance, was not at all pleased at the 
immoral implications of Tissot’s picture The Thames (1876) (Fig. 10) Obviously 
highly sensitive to allegations of moral subversion, however subtle, the reviewer 
immediately rejected the idea of “jollification” as a practice “more French . . . 
than English.”309 
Despite what the English may have claimed, it seems that critique from 
abroad was not welcome in England.  Critique from one’s own ranks, on the 
other hand, was more easily digested.  In an article for the Dublin University 
Magazine, James Picciotto reviewed the travel report of an Italian who had toured 
England for three months in 1872.  From the outset, Picciotto acknowledged:  “It 
is not always pleasant to know what our friends think of us . . . . But, at all 
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events, a little wholesome truth, like bitter medicine, often does good.”310  
Picciotto reported with particular pride that the Italian visitor found England’s 
symbols of national pride more impressive than those of France.  He quoted:  
“Westminster Abbey is superior in beauty, both externally and internally, to the 
Church of Notre Dame of Paris.”311  With regard to the fine arts, nevertheless, the 
reviewer of the Dublin University Magazine uttered something perhaps less 
pleasing to English ears: 
Nature one day placed all its gifts in an urn, which it shook well, and then 
proceeded to open it and to distribute them at random. To England fell the 
love of labour, steadiness, perseverance, respect to the laws, and 
earnestness in business pursuits. This is enough to satisfy any nation. But 
as to seeking supremacy in the Fine Arts, it is really looking for the 
impossible. It is endeavouring to struggle against nature and 
circumstances. True it is that industry, study, and perseverance, do much 
towards expunging the term impossible from the vocabulary of man, but 
they cannot infuse the divine spark of genius.312 
 
This statement suggests that foreigners had been well-aware of the lack of 
English art production.  Now, the English were also made aware of this 
unpleasant fact.  Henry James spoke on this subject when he said that the English 
were perhaps not the “greatest artistic producers,” but indeed the “greatest 
consumers” of art.313  The final words of the article are most enlightening as to 
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the general purpose in printing such a foreign critique.  The Italian visitor, 
Picciotto concludes, “exhorts his countrymen to send their children to be brought 
up in England – whither are going his two sons – where they will become earnest 
men, who are greatly needed in Italy . . . .”314  The English reader will, therefore, 
proudly answer the question “What do foreigners think of us?”, cleverly used as 
the article’s title, with the most satisfying affirmation:  Enough to entrust us with 
their children!  Thus, Picciotto managed to derive a most flattering conclusion 
from a travel report originally intended as a dose of “bitter medicine.”  
Henry James’ description of London during the picture season of 1877 
implies that it was apparently impossible for the English to conduct self-analysis 
in isolation to outside markers.  James frequently used Paris as a reference point 
to effectively convey his ideas to the English reader.  First, he described the 
spectacle of Paris between May and July, promising that “you will feel the full 
force of all the traditions about Paris being the gayest, easiest, eagerest, most 
pleasure-taking of capitals.”315  It struck Henry James, however, that the beauty 
and sophistication of Paris seemed contrived; that it was trying too hard to look 
pretty.  The beauty of London during the exhibition season, in contrast, was of a 
different nature altogether for James.  Compared to the staged prettiness of Paris, 
London just happened to be pretty.  The spectacle, according to James, was so 
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natural, in fact, it “makes you believe that you are in the city of pleasure, and not 
in the city of pain.”316 
Besides being occupied with general comparisons of England and France 
as nations, the Victorian press also paid critical attention to the state of painting 
in England.  This was directly related to the circumstance that several French 
artists had recently taken up a temporary residence in London.  It provided 
English critics with the irresistible opportunity to compare and contrast the 
characteristics of either country’s artists. 
 
 
2.  Art critics examine the state of the English School of painting 
 
In 1884, at a time when the foreign influences on English painters were 
clearly discernible, John Ruskin warned: 
After being for at least half a century paralysed by their isolation and self-
sufficiency, the British schools of painting are now in the contrary danger 
of losing their national character in their endeavour to become 
sentimentally German, dramatically Parisian, or decoratively Asiatic.317  
 
Ruskin juxtaposed two conditions of the British schools, both of which were 
undesirable.  While it was first “paralysed” through “isolation,” painting in 
England experienced a one-hundred and eighty degree revolution only to end up 
in the equally deplorable position of foreign assimilation.  Ruskin was not the 
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first to articulate his concerns regarding the future of English painting.  This 
debate began as early as 1769, with the opening of the first exhibition of the 
Royal Academy, an institution set up to promote patriotic ideals and educate all 
classes of the British public in matters of proper taste.318  The efforts to improve 
native art gained further momentum through the foundation of the National 
Gallery in 1824.319   
 Janis Tomlinson has studied the dynamics between early European 
national galleries, including the Prado, the Louvre and the National Gallery and 
found, with regard to the latter that it represented a “manifestation of national 
pride - and also of England’s rivalry with France.”320  The National Gallery, 
Tomlinson continues, “was to stand in opposition to the Napoleonic Louvre and 
reflect the morality of the English nation:  theirs was a system of purchase and 
voluntary bequest rather than plunder.”321  Some critics thought, however, that 
unlike the Louvre or the Royal Museum in Madrid, the National Gallery in 
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London did not live up to its name in that it did not highlight British paintings, 
focusing instead on those from abroad.  The Morning Chronicle wondered in 1831: 
Is the National to keep out of the Gallery that which would distinguish it 
as National? Why is it not made a prime object of the institution to call 
freely from the best works of the English schools and to encourage the 
leading artists of the day to record the progress of the art in this country? 
That would indeed make it a National Gallery.322 
 
In 1848, a decade after the collection had moved from Pall Mall to its present-day 
location at Trafalgar Square, the National Gallery was anything but unassailable 
by its critics.  That year, a donation from Robert Vernon’s collection of British art 
helped bolster the stock of domestic painting.  Press reports show that this was 
particularly important to the English because they were now in a position to 
proudly display their own achievements before the world.  Art had truly become 
a matter of national pride.  By all accounts, the strategy worked.  The Art Union 
wrote: 
The fairer and juster criticism we now receive from Germany - together 
with a more rational belief in our capabilities, which is making gradual 
way in France - may be attributed mainly, if not solely, to the visits paid 
by foreigners to this gallery - a gallery in which are gathered together the 
best works of the best artists of the age and country.323 
 
However, the donation did not remove the insecurities regarding the 
quality of contemporary English art.  John Ruskin was always fully committed to 
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advancing the cause of the English School of painting.  Not only was he the first 
and most prominent English art critic to readily sign his reviews, he was also one 
of the first to clearly articulate the relationship between art and nationality.  In 
his work The Seven Lamps of Architecture, Ruskin demanded that all art and 
architecture in Britain be subjected to “national laws.”324  The sage was certainly 
not alone in this attitude.  In 1858, Joseph Beavington Atkinson wrote his first 
review of the Royal Academy exhibition in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, albeit 
in direct opposition of Ruskin and the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood.  Atkinson 
was concerned about the responsibilities of the Royal Academy as “a traditional 
British institution,” arguing, like Ruskin, that art should be “a sign of British 
national glory.“325  Nevertheless, Atkinson suspected that certain English artists 
and art critics, namely the Pre-Raphaelites and Ruskin, would do their best “to 
defraud our national art of her grandeur and dignity.”326  
Although Ruskin and Atkinson differed as to which artists were best 
suited to represent their nation in the late 1850s, they did agree on two vital 
points.  First, that all art produced by English hands represented a common, 
national good.  Therefore, the artist and his art had a responsibility beyond self-
aggrandizement and the pursuit of personal gain and as such, artists were urged 
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to express sentiments that would contribute to the glory of the English nation as 
a whole.  Secondly, the two rivals shared a sense of weariness or suspicion 
towards the influence of foreign art on the domestic art market.  
 
 
2.1.  Critique of the English School during the 1870s 
 
Throughout the early seventies, the press repeatedly lamented the steady 
decline in the quality of British-produced artworks.  One of the very first to raise 
his voice in these matters was Francis Turner Palgrave.  Reflecting in 1863 on the 
International Exhibition of the previous year, he observed:   
The experience of foreign art gained at the “International Exhibition,” 
appears to have impressed English spectators in general with the 
knowledge that, in some highly important matters, we are unequal to our 
Continental contemporaries. We do not draw so well; we do not hit the 
point so dexterously; we are not so skilful in telling a tale without the aid 
of minor bits of humour or sentiment; we do not concentrate the interest 
of our landscapes with such frankness and facility; we are more given to 
mere manufacture in our portraits.327 
 
One year later at the Royal Academy, however, Palgrave took comfort in the 
emergence of promising young artists “anxious to vindicate for English art that 
higher style and greater breadth of subject in which, it was felt, foreign artists 
had gained an advance upon our insular security.”328  International competition, 
and particularly that between England and France, was clearly on the rise.   
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That same year, the art critic from the Times visited the private view of the 
French Gallery and remarked, reminiscent of Palgrave’s tenor:  “Every square 
foot of this compact gallery proves the French and Flemish painters more 
thorough masters of their craft than their English contemporaries.”329  Likewise, 
the Observer called attention to the strength of foreign artists, juxtaposing them 
with the weaknesses of native painters:   
. . . we cannot fail to observe here, as in most collections of foreign 
pictures, a certain elevation of aim which is apt to distinguish even the 
inferior works of our neighbours’ studios from those of our own artists. In 
the former there is almost always a reflexion of really good art, while 
among the latter the want of originality is too often accompanied by a 
tendency to copy what is least worthy of imitation.330 
  
Such observations were far from arbitrary.  An indication that the painting 
tradition in England was indeed less competitive, as far as art institutions and 
critics were concerned, is that between the years 1868 and 1881 no student of 
painting won the Academy’s traveling prize.  Instead, the honor went 
consistently to sculptors and architects.331 
During this artistic drought, some critics voiced their grievances to the 
point of crediting foreign painters with saving Academy exhibitions from 
complete failure.  The Graphic, for instance, candidly remarked of the Royal 
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Academy in 1871:  “The collection has but narrowly escaped reproach on the 
score of mediocrity,” adding that “the Exhibition owes much to the valuable aid 
it has received from the Continental artists, MM. Tadema and Gerome.”332 
While Tadema and Gerome were figure painters, some critics even 
conceded all honors in landscape painting to France.  Although England had for 
a long time proudly claimed to lead the world in landscape painting, this trend 
would soon end.  In 1873, the Athenaeum visited the Paris Salon and drew a 
comparison between contemporary French and English landscape painting.  
Disappointed, the critic lamented: 
We feel bound to declare that the supposed supremacy of England in this 
branch of art is a thing of the past, if the show in Burlington Gardens can 
be taken as representing England. . . . It is not wonderful that English 
landscape-painting should be in this deplorable situation. The Royal 
Academy has for many years pursued a line of conduct which could lead 
to no other result. With us the honours of the ‘line’ were, until quite lately, 
almost entirely appropriated by figure painting.333 
 
Like the critic from the Athenaeum, other art critics also charted the progress of 
the English School of painting according to the quality of the pictures on display 
at the annual Royal Academy exhibition.  The Spectator’s review in 1876 
contained a two-fold quest.  First, the critic wanted to know whether the 
exhibition was better than that of the previous year, and secondly whether the 
English School of painting as a whole was moving in the right direction.  To his 
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regret, the author had to negate both questions.  He resigned:  “It seems to us 
that, speaking for the present only of figure-subjects, not only is there no such 
advance towards a better style and nobler aims, but rather a retrogression.”334  
The deplorable condition was only exacerbated be the added pressure of an 
international audience, as the critic informs his readers. 
The Premier has told Sir Francis Grant, at the Academy Dinner, that the 
eyes of not only England, but also of Europe, will be fixed upon many of 
the works now hung upon the walls. It may be that he spoke in all 
seriousness when he spoke of the originality of the English School, but if 
he did, - which is very doubtful – never was there so unfortunate a time 
for such an assertion.335 
 
The Spectator thus underlined the national self-consciousness and awareness, on 
a governmental level, concerning the uses of art as a vehicle for national glory.  
During the 1870s, that potential was felt to be met only by individual painters, 
rather than the entire school of painting.  According to Henry James, for 
example, Frederic Leighton was 
 . . . one of the few English painters who have had an artistic training that 
would be considered thorough by a high French standard. . . . He may . . .  
be said to be the one painter of eminence who bridges over the gulf 
existing between French and English art.336 
 
Frederick Wedmore was particularly active in examining the state of the English 
school and comparing it to painting from France.  In 1877, he drew a 
                                                 
334 “The Royal Academy, First Notice,” Spectator (May 6, 1876):  590. 
335 Ibid., 591. 
336 Henry James, “The Royal Academy 1878,” in The Painter’s Eye:  Notes and Essays on the Pictorial 
Arts, ed. John L. Sweeney (London:  Hart-Davis, 1956), 168. 
 167 
 
 
comprehensive comparison between the painting styles of the two rival nations.  
For Wedmore, as for many critics, the differences between the two schools were a 
direct result of different national characteristics.  One major asset the French 
artists possessed, Wedmore observed, were a “dramatic faculty,” enabling a 
painter to personalize his experience of nature.  While the French did resort to 
hyperbole and over-embellishment, their compositions had at least a life beyond 
the “reproduction of natural facts,” Wedmore argued.337  He noticed such 
“dramatic capacity,” not only in paintings of French artists, but also in their 
sculpture, design, acting, music and literature.  This epiphany led Wedmore to 
conclude with absolute certainty that “in everything of this sort . . . the English 
are far inferior to the French.”  He also identified the root of the problem, saying: 
There seems to be a curious sort of morbid self-consciousness which 
possess an Englishman on the stage, which has its counterpart in our 
literature and our art. Our art especially . . . has to be condemned because 
. . . it never dares wholly to unveil. How different is it in France! There the 
power of forgetting self seems to be almost universal, and though it leads 
to strange eccentricities, sometimes even worse things, yet, as a rule, what 
a free, wholesome life it gives to art itself!338 
 
Wedmore thus called for more freedom from convention and more individual 
expression in England.  He expressed the hope that English artists, actors and 
writers would be less rigid and self-conscious about their art because it inhibited 
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their creative powers of expression.  Ultimately, he concluded that the main 
difference between England and France lay in their attitudes toward art: 
. . . if a nation are determined to have Art at any cost, if they are 
determined to live for it, suffer for it, and die for it, that in that case they 
will be more likely to gain their end, than if they merely regarded it from 
the point of view of shilling exhibitions, and a good subject to fill up the 
intervals of conversation. And it is the former with the French, and the 
latter with the English. We don’t care about Art in our hearts, and the 
French do, and so in spite of all our good-sense and all our hard work, in 
everything where art is need we are easily beaten.339 
 
The critic concluded his article by suggesting that the French may indeed have 
produced much “base art,” meaning art that glorified base or mundane things.  
Nonetheless, the English were equally guilty, due to their lack of imaginative 
freedom and ties to rule and convention, of producing mostly “false art,” 
meaning art that lacked meaning altogether and was treated as mere commodity.  
Such art was “representative of nothing, save a great amount of generally 
misdirected labour,” Wedmore concluded.340  The direct language he employed 
reveals the intense frustration individual critics experienced with regard to the 
state of painting in England.  It also demonstrates that a thoroughly critical 
examination not only of foreign art, but also of the English school was a central 
component of periodical writing during the 1870s. 
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However, not all was lost.  At the Royal Academy the same year, 
Frederick Wedmore observed general improvements in terms of formal aspects.  
Nevertheless, he saw this as a result of the influence of foreign schools, “in which 
the technical teaching both of drawing, painting, and picture-making is beyond 
question better than our own.”  Wedmore was convinced that importing talent 
and skill from abroad would eventually result in the improvement of English 
painters and thus in a better national school.341  A few years later, Harry Quilter 
from the Times also expressed reservations regarding the quality of English art 
and its capacity to compete internationally.  Reviewing the Academy exhibition, 
he admitted:   
To tell the truth, it is something difficult to keep quite awake at the 
Academy now. We are passing through a phase of rest, if not stagnation, 
which offers little inducement to criticism. . . . Quiet, not to say heaviness, 
is settling down like an autumn twilight over the artistic world . . .342  
 
Like many of his peers, Quilter was not afraid to exercise self-criticism in his 
analysis of domestic art, surmising, as Wedmore had done, that the “dull” state 
of English art was a direct reflection of the contemporary English mind: 
After all, we may be sure that if the Academy be dull, it is we, the English 
people, that are to blame for it, quite as much as, if not more than, the 
artists, for the artists do but reflect in form and colour what we think. 
They can see with no other eyes than with those we give them, and must 
be moved by the same passions, vexed by the same griefs [sic] as 
ourselves . . . .  Burlington House enables us to gauge with tolerable 
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accuracy the art temperature of the nation, and is, therefore, a factor of 
considerable importance in social physics.343   
 
Emilie Barrington, the female critic who reviewed art for the journal 
Nineteenth Century, agreed that England’s lack of artistic greatness was all-to-
evident:  “. . . all those who have studied Art as she flourished in artistic nations 
must agree that this is not an artistic age, Barrington postulated.”  She too saw 
the root of the problem in the current state of the English mind, conceding that  
. . . it is useless to think of a great school of art if we ignore the fact that it 
is out of the essence of a people, not from a crust-like, superadded culture, 
such great school arise. ‘Out of the fullness of the heart the mouth 
speaketh,’ and it is out of the emotions, out of the sensibilities, but mostly 
out of the religion of a people, its art springs.344 
 
English consumers of art, Barrington argued, strictly separated everyday life and 
art, treating their visits to art exhibitions as some form of “operation,” which 
differed from visits to the dentist or church only in that they were “a little less 
painful” than the latter.345  
Henry James agreed with the idea that the art of a nation reflected the 
minds of its people.  James, however cared more about the idea that art was a 
medium to communicated national ideals.  Thus, artists had a responsibility 
beyond themselves to produce great work, reflective of a great national mind.  In 
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order to better understand the minds of foreigners, and thus satisfy the curiosity 
of the English to know how they were being perceived by others, Henry James 
habitually assumed the viewpoint of European visitors.  Thus he was able to 
speak vicariously for them and anticipate their reactions to things they 
encountered on their visits to England.  In 1878, Henry James reviewed the Royal 
Academy exhibition.  Regrettably, however, his verdict was not flattering at all.  
James felt that the exhibition fell short of the greatness England should 
communicate to the outside world:   
It is not an exhibition from which it would be agreeable to the indigenous 
mind to think that a Frenchman, a German, even an Italian, should derive 
his ultimate impression of contemporary English art. There is a great deal 
of vulgarity, of triviality and crudity, and of that singular ‘goodliness’, as 
one may say for want of a better work, with a certain dose of which the 
average English painter appears to have discovered it to be needful to 
flavour his picture in order to make it palatable to the average English 
purchaser. Even if the pictures were better at the Academy, there would, 
to a visitor from another country, be something more interesting than 
their technical merit: I mean the evidence they should offer as to the 
English mind and character-the English way of thinking and feeling about 
all things, art included.346  
 
Had it only been the technical deficiencies, Henry James would have been all-too 
glad to overlook the flaws of British artists.  Their subject matter was, however 
also not pleasing to the critic.  Therefore, as media for national self-
representation, their artworks left much to be desired. 
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 Rather than losing hope, some critics advocated swift actions to bring 
about the necessary changes.  They were not content to sit idly by and witness 
the degeneration of English art.  Not surprisingly, they included those who were 
immediately affected by the poor developments in the art world, namely the 
English artists.  George Frederic Watts also deplored the fact that England 
seemed to be unable to produce art equal to the otherwise great 
accomplishments of a nation as “distinguished, materially, intellectually, and 
morally, as the English nation . . . .”347  Nonetheless, in response to Emilie 
Barrington’s article published one year earlier in 1879, in which she had 
questioned the possibility of an English school of art at the present time, Watts 
sent a clear message in the affirmative.  He thought that English people should 
feel proud because they had received “many of the greatest endowments.”348  He 
claimed, for instance, that the British possessed the ability to applaud the 
accomplishments of others, regardless of their nationality.  This trait, Watts 
claimed, could be found “nowhere else in the world” and represented true 
greatness.349  “The national heart beats right,” he continued uplifting his 
countrymen, adding “we are uneasy under a sense of wrong-doing, and feel 
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strong desires to act justly.”350   In effect, Watts argued, albeit without too much 
force or sense of urgency that the defining core values of Englishmen were intact.  
These qualities now only needed to be applied to the realm of art.  
Voices of hope and reassurance, such as that of G.F. Watts, however, were 
the exception rather than the rule.  For the majority of art critics, including Harry 
Quilter, the state of the English school degraded steadily over time.  Expounding 
his theories in the Contemporary Review in 1887, Quilter declared the quality of 
French landscape painting to be superior compared to English landscape, once 
the pride of the nation.  In an unusually resigned tone, Quilter remarked:  
It is hopeless to speak at any useful length of the general landscape work 
which we find in the Salon; it is beyond all comparison finer than our 
English work in the same department, whether we regard it from the 
point of view of style, or truth, or of technical accomplishment.351 
 
It is significant, that Quilter credited the French with the upper-hand not only 
when it came to “technical accomplishment,” but judged them more truthful as 
well, an aspect hitherto deemed the defining virtue of English painters.  Quilter 
also cast an ominous judgment on English landscape painting in 1887, arguing 
that “there is only one real landscape in the present exhibition and that is by a 
man nearly seventy years old (Mr. Hook, R.A.), who belongs to the last 
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generation.”352  Harry Quilter, however disillusioned by the present situation, 
was also not beyond hope for the future of painting in England.  The solution, he 
suggested, lay partly in granting artists greater freedom and changing the 
national attitude towards art: 
The Government and the Academy between them might remedy this state 
of things in no small degree, but it will never be really altered till there 
grows up amongst our people themselves a less pettifogging, less 
parochial view of art; till our countrymen cease to place Mrs. Grundy in 
the seat of judgment on their books and their pictures, and allow to the 
arts the freedom on which alone they can really flourish.353  
 
The excerpts of art critical text cited above illustrate that numerous critics shared 
serious concerns over the present state and future of the English School of 
painting.  Not only did they feel that England was uncompetitive with 
continental art, but completely overshadowed by France in that department.  
They advocated swift and lasting action in order to reverse the downward spiral.  
Before this could be achieved, however, the debate in the press turned to the root 
of the problem.  Art critics realized that what England lacked in order to stand 
independently strong against foreign dominance, was a clear account of its own 
artistic heritage.  They realized that in order to reach a certain destination, they 
needed to be familiar with the point of origin. 
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2.2.  Looking to the past for a remedy to England’s artistic dilemmas 
Periodicals and newspapers soon began publishing articles dealing with 
the origins of British painting.  In searching the past, authors hoped to find 
solutions to problems experienced presently.  Ironically, before they could ever 
claim to have identified the roots of England’s artistic tradition, critics were once 
again forced to acknowledge their nation’s former dependence on art produced 
by foreigners. 
 
2.2.1.  The ‘Father of British painting’ 
As late as 1877, Henry James revealed that England’s lack of self-
sufficiency, with regard to a domestic branch of painting, was accepted 
axiomatically.  He wrote:  “You are not among the greatest artistic producers of 
the world, but you are among the greatest consumer.  The supply is for the most 
part foreign, but the demand is extremely domestic.”354  To this he added:  “. . . 
whether or no the English people have painted, the rest of the world has painted 
for them.”355  As indicated in the opening chapter, England had indeed had a 
long tradition of importing foreign artists.  Between the sixteenth and early 
eighteenth century, the royal court patronized a number of German and Dutch 
painters.  Hans Holbein the Younger painted for the English King Heinrich VIII 
                                                 
354 James, 1877, op. cit., 133. 
355 Ibid., 137. 
 176 
 
 
from 1533 to 1543.  The acclaimed Flemish Baroque painter Anthony Van Dyck 
also worked in London intermittently between 1632 and 1641 and laid the 
foundation for England’s long history of portraiture.  Moreover, the Dutch-born 
court portraitist Peter Lely enjoyed the patronage of England’s royalty no less 
than forty years of his career.  Lastly, the German Godfrey Kneller spent the 
better part of his career, from 1674 until his death in 1723 in England also 
executing royal commissions.  Other foreigners, such as Canaletto, came to 
England not in response to royal summons, but rather due of the great public 
demand for his popular vistas.  
‘British painting’ was therefore founded on foreign-born masters, most of 
them portraitists.  During the eighteenth century, England drew closer to 
continental Europe through the print trade with France and the grand tour in 
Italy.  This rapprochement of neighborly nations was not all harmonious.  Renate 
Prochno observed that “the intensified contact with continental art gave birth to 
the painful consciousness that there was an English or British Nation, but no 
native tradition of painting.”  The establishment of a domestic branch of painting 
was a “national concern” even for the king, Prochno continues.  As such, the 
establishment of the Royal Academy, amongst a number of other associations for 
promoting the arts, was a milestone to that end, because it “institutionalized” 
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art.356  Of course, foreign influences did not wane all at once.  They continued to 
play a vital role during the formative years of England’s artistic traditions.  In 
fact, of the twenty-two artists who signed a document leading to the founding of 
the Royal Academy eight were of foreign descent. 
In those early days, conscious steps were taken to establish a School of 
English painting.  First, a father figure had to be identified.  Many art critics 
viewed Sir Joshua Reynolds as the most authentic, quintessential English painter.  
Indeed, Reynolds greatly desired to raise the quality of British painting.  To 
achieve this, he felt a need to upgrade portraiture, that English staple, from the 
bottom to the top of the painting hierarchy.  Famously, his invention of the 
historical portrait – a combination of classical elements derived from history 
painting with the genre of portraiture, did much towards reaching this goal.  His 
unique creation, the historical portrait, enabled Reynolds to express ‘English’ 
moral values, often in reference to classic literature by British authors.357  
While some felt that Reynolds deserved the title “Father of British Art,” 
other voted in favor of William Hogarth.  Julie Codell has followed this debate in 
early biographies of English painters published throughout the nineteenth and 
                                                 
356 Renate Prochno, “Nationalism in British Eighteenth-Century Painting:  Sir Joshua Reynolds 
and Benjamin West” in Nationalism in the Visual Arts, ed. Richard A. Etlin, Studies in the History 
of Art (Washington:  National Gallery of Art, 1991), 27. 
357 Moreover, “in order to promote the Britishness of British painting”, artists competing in the 
contests of the Society of Artists had to paint subjects from English History.  See Ibid., 28. 
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the early twentieth century.  She views such early attempts at national 
propaganda rather skeptically, arguing: 
Biographies of Reynolds and Hogarth treated them as autochthonous, 
risen from the ashes of prior ‘corrupted,’ foreign-dominated art of 
salacious subjects and aristocratic patronage. They ‘cleansed’ art through 
moral content and national characteristics (Hogarth) or an 
institutionalized idealism (Reynolds).358 
 
Around 1840 some considered Reynolds to be the “sun” which, “rising after the 
darkness of foreign-dominated art in Britain, promoted international and eclectic 
taste through a program of copying and studying Old Masters.”359  Reynolds’ 
biographer John Sime, for instance, declared:  “English art owes more [to 
Reynolds] than to any other Englishman [because he brought] English art into 
line with the great European movements of the past.”360  In line with this type of 
thinking, Randall Davies expressed his adulation of Reynolds, because he 
“dignified painting by nationalizing it.”  Davies further declared:  “What was 
wanted for English Art was an Englishman.”  Reynolds’ contribution was that he 
“stamped English art as ‘purely’ English,” Davies thought, while at the same 
time upgrading it to an “international stature.”361  Likewise, in her biography of 
Joshua Reynolds, Else D’Esterre-Keeling stated:  “There is no more important 
year in the history of British art than the year 1723,” the year of Kneller’s death 
                                                 
358 Julie F. Codell, The Victorian Artist:  Artist’ Lifewritings in Britain, ca. 1870-1910 (Cambridge:  
Cambridge University Press, 2003), 73-4. 
359 Ibid., 74. 
360 Ibid., 75. 
361 Ibid. 
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and Reynolds’ birth, because he was “destined in his work for the first time to 
gain the suffrage of the whole world for a painter of English nationality.”362 
Allan Cunningham’s Lives (1829-33), in contrast, proposed William 
Hogarth as “the embodiment of English virtues in his character and in his art - 
independence, humor, morality, direct observation from nature, a free agent in a 
free market, and a true break with continental art.”  In short, Cunningham felt 
Hogarth had “done for Britain what the artists of old did for Greece’.”363  Edward 
Garnett, also pro-Hogarth, criticized everyone including Ruskin “who would not 
admit [Hogarth] into his “Temple of Art.”  As England’s “first great national 
painter,” Garnett maintained, Hogarth “rescued British art from the stigma of 
being a feeble echo of foreign voices.”364 
In addition to worshipping Reynolds and Hogarth, English critics and 
historiographers repeatedly reminded their readers of several other English 
painters of distinction, including Gainsborough, Constable, Turner and Crome, 
who had had an impact on the British painting tradition during the eighteenth 
and early nineteenth century. 
  
 
                                                 
362 Ibid., 78. 
363 Ibid., 76. 
364 Ibid., 78. 
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2.2.2.  Celebrating the past:  British influences on French painting 
Their purpose in doing recalling the legacies of Reynolds and Hogarth 
went beyond the simple task of trying to foster a sense of pride in England’s own 
painting tradition.  Art critics of the 1870s frequently compared the landscape 
paintings of the French Barbizon School to the work of Constable, Turner and 
Crome, arguing that Britain’s landscape painters had exercised a direct influence 
on contemporary French landscape.365  English art critics thus celebrated their 
own tradition, while at the same time claiming partial ownership in the most 
recent school of French painting.   
At the first exhibition of the Society of French Artists Tom Taylor 
observed clear parallels between modern French landscape painting and that 
produced in eighteenth-century England.  He argued:  “Indeed, it may fairly be 
said of French landscape painting now that it is more like what English 
landscape painting was a hundred years ago than what it is at present.”366  It is 
therefore no wonder that art critics were so welcoming towards those French 
painters in London who reminded them of their artistic past.  After all, criticizing 
them would have meant more self-criticism of an era which, retrospectively, 
represented a high point in the relatively young history of English painting.  
                                                 
365 Several Impressionists, such as Monet, Pissarro and Sisley, have indeed acknowledged their 
admiration for some of these artists.  See Richard Shone, Sisley (New York:  Abrams, 1992), 19. 
366 “Exhibition of French Pictures,” Times (December 10, 1870):  4.  
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While the Times mentioned no specific names of English painters who had 
allegedly acted out their influence on French artists, other critics were more 
methodic in attributing credit.  In his visit to the first exhibition of the Society of 
French Artists, the Daily Telegraph drew a comparison with the most prominent 
names England had produced during the past century. He praised the exhibition 
by comparing it to what would be a worthy English equivalent. 
An English collection . . . comprising a number of excellent Reynoldses, 
Gainsboroughs, and Wilkies, mingled with Stanfields, Turners, and David 
Coxes, with a Millais, a Frith, or a Holman Hunt or so to ‘top up’ with, 
would afford a very fair notion of the Exhbition in New Bond-street . . . .367  
 
In effect, the critic of the Daily Telegraph declared British artists to be just as good, 
if not better, than their French counterparts.  By so doing, he helped his readers, 
who were altogether unfamiliar with the new French artists on view, to gauge 
the quality of the show.  That quality, however, was thus determined only 
through reference to British standards.  In other words, the show derived its 
value by subjecting it to English standards and ideals.  The Daily Telegraph also 
briefly discussed specific pictures from the show.  Although he had almost 
nothing but praise for Jules Dupre’s Sunset, the accolades were granted only due 
to the picture’s kinship with the work of the English master J.M.W. Turner: 
. . . the sky is worthy of Turner - supposing Turner to have painted his 
sunsets in bistre, brown ochre, and hidden grey, instead of gold and 
silver, purple and crimson. M. Dupre is one of the finest of living 
                                                 
367 “Exhibition of Paintings by French Artists,” Daily Telegraph (December 22, 1870):  2.  
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landscape painters, but his works need translating to suit English tastes 
into couleur de rose.368 
 
Time and again, the Daily Telegraph compared certain French artists’ 
accomplishments to those of British predecessors.  He likened a picture by the 
French M. Hamon to Sir Edwin and proceeded to remark that Regnault’s 
background was like “a transcript from the monumental work of Mr. Owen 
Jones” if it were not for the painting’s “sanguinary treatment.”369  Despite 
lamenting the sketchy drawing, poor color and, noticeably, the gore and horror, 
which allegedly pervaded some French pictures, the Daily Telegraph concluded 
that the exhibition of the Society of French Artists was “one of the most 
remarkable witnessed in London for many years.”370 
The critic writing for the Pall Mall Gazette also took note of France’s 
stylistic debt to England in several exhibition reviews.  He suggested that the 
French landscape painters at Durand-Ruel’s gallery saw nature “through the 
spectacles of certain English painters, and above all Constable and Bonington.”371  
He repeated the reference to Constable and Bonington again three years later in 
                                                 
368 Ibid.  The word “translating” reveals that this critic, like so many of his peers, felt that in some 
ways, French and British art were as different as their spoken languages and that the 
comprehension of French art required the interpretation or translation of one who had learned it, 
namely the art critic.  The art critic had already acted as mediator and educator and now became 
a translator.  Thus, he strengthened his position in an increasingly competitive and international 
art world.  For a detailed study on the correlations between art and language in late 19th-century 
England, see Chapter Eight in Kate Flint, The Victorians and the Visual Imagination (Cambridge:  
Cambridge University Press, 2000). 
369 Ibid. 
370 Ibid. 
371 “First Exhibition of the Society of French Artists,” Pall Mall Gazette (December 26, 1870):  3179. 
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his review of the same society.  This time, however, he strengthened his case, 
having apparently conducted more research on the topic.  In particular, the Pall 
Mall Gazette’s critic dealt with the biggest, albeit deceased star of the show, 
namely Eugene Delacroix.  Whatever Delacroix and his contemporaries did, he 
argued, had been done before in England.  Thus, he claimed credit for 
Delacroix’s achievements on behalf of England: 
“Delacroix did . . . what Haydon, Hilton, Etty, were trying to do in 
England . . . what had been given to Blake in visions; what English art 
almost from its birth had never ceased to aim at – Delacroix, that is, aimed 
at embodying in the richest and freest lineaments of the painter’s art, 
exactly whatever images of literature, of the past, or of invention had most 
attraction for him. (. . .) What Delacroix showed his countrymen in figure-
painting was startlingly new to them, but to us is, in part at least, a 
reminiscence of the more ambitious figure-painters among ourselves. 
What Paul Huet, Rousseau, Dupre, and the rest showed their countrymen 
in landscape was new to them more emphatically still; but to us it cannot 
but be in part a reminiscence of the art of Englishmen on whom their 
styles were built-Constable, Nasmyth, Bonington, Crome.”372 
 
Having said all that, the Pall Mall Gazette did acknowledge the singular and 
unsurpassed individual genius of Delacroix, admitting that he was “a more 
complete imaginative painter than any of the contemporary Haydons or Hiltons 
in this country.”373  Nevertheless, what is especially surprising is that the critic 
gave credit to English painters for the very thing which has cemented Delacroix’s 
                                                 
372 “Society of French Artists,” Pall Mall Gazette (December 10, 1873):  12. 
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fame in modern accounts of art historiography, namely his unique treatment of 
color.  Delacroix, the critic claimed, 
. . . does not seem to have got hold of the true tradition of colour as firmly 
as Etty . . . or Etty’s predecessors in rich and luminous colouring, Stothard. 
These men by the rich fusion of their shadows, are akin to the great 
Venetians; Delacroix by the occasional crudity of his daring tints, and 
often by the black and inky quality of his shadows, stands far away from 
the Venetians, or even from Rubens . . .374 
 
To modern art historians, such an assessment sounds like blasphemy.  They will 
argue that the critic from the Pall Mall Gazette did not comprehend the 
significance of Delacroix’s revolutionary handling of color.  It was not supposed 
to be in line with Etty’s “true tradition,” but break with it.  Presently, at least, art 
historians name Delacroix the true heir of Rubens and the most pure and true of 
all colorist.  One must generally wonder how objective this and other English art 
critics were in their views of French artists and question to what degree they re-
wrote art history in favor of the English School of painting.375  
At the following year’s exhibition of the Society of French Artists, Tom 
Taylor joined the discussion with his version of the genealogy of English 
painting: 
The realistic school of French landscape painting was inspired by English 
influence, chiefly that of Constable . . . In time French painters, who had 
                                                 
374 Ibid. 
375 Indeed, one must question to what degree any art critics, historians and historiographers are 
able to maintain an objective perspective in evaluating the artistic achievements of European 
nations, both then and now. 
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been fired by the pictures of Constable, which made a furore when 
exhibited in the Salon, mainly from the way they embodied or responded 
to certain tendencies of the rising generation of French artists, came to 
know something of earlier English landscape, in particular that of Old 
Crome and Gainsborough. For instance, the style of Dupre, one of the 
most influential of living French landscape painters, has been formed 
apparently on these earlier English masters . . . . 376 
 
All good French landscape painting has its roots in England, the Times affirmed 
in effect, thus upgrading the importance of England to the history of French art, 
as far as the Barbizon painters, the “imitators of Constable” were concerned.  
This repetitive rhetoric was so effective, that even non-critics referred to these 
names.  In a letter to the editor of the Observer, an anonymous author stated that 
Constable, Crome and Turner “taught the French to paint, and in France are 
found their most worthy followers.”377 
Even more than a decade later, art critics continued to insist that the 
French Barbizon painters owed England an artistic debt.  Harry Quilter’s rhetoric 
was somewhat milder compared with that of some of his peers.  Nevertheless, he 
also believed that “in essential characteristics,” the English painters Constable, 
Cox, De Wint, and Turner, “to a considerable extent inspired the work of 
Rousseau, Daubigny, &c.”378  This is not to say however that Quilter thought the 
English were the better artist nation because of their past glories.  Quite on the 
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contrary, he audaciously declared that French artists made up “the greatest 
artistic community in the world,” adding that “Paris is still the great art-school of 
the world.”379 
No English painter would have disagreed more with Quilter on this point 
than William Holman Hunt.  While Hunt, like so many art critics, referred to 
Constable as a major source of pride in English painting, he claimed that 
“Constable is thought by many French painters to have been a compatriot; so 
entirely . . . have they followed him, not in spirit, but in manner.”380  Hunt points 
out in no vague terms that the French had merely imitated Constable’s 
“manner,” or style of painting, but not his “spirit,” meaning the essence of his 
art.  In this way he reminded his audience that French artists lacked the inner 
qualities so abundantly bestowed upon English artists, both past and present.  
Instead, Hunt argued, the painters of France merely relied on their technical 
training to achieve impressive outward aesthetic effects.381  Hunt thus cleverly 
managed to express generous praise for the English painting tradition and 
simultaneously level harsh criticism against French artists all within one article.   
                                                 
379 Ibid., 863. 
380 Hunt, op. cit., 428. 
381 The idea hat technical accomplishment without feeling and imagination was not considered 
respectable and typical of French artists has already been discussed at some length in Chapter 
Two. 
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W.H. Hunt was greatly opposed to the generally accepted “judgment . . . 
that foreigners are our superiors.”382  He particularly deplored the numerous 
foreign influences on English art.  He said that the host of foreign artists working 
in England led to a “great humiliation of English artists and Art.”  Already, Hunt 
argued, “our national flag is so given up to our rivals that henceforth we should 
look upon ourselves at the best as only a province of France.”383   
For Hunt, the issue of Frenchmen working in England was not merely an 
intellectual exercise.  As a professional painter, his fears were of an existential 
nature.  He dramatized the situation, warning:  “The tide, once having set in, 
flows on with a constantly increasing rush, so that now I am not exaggerating in 
saying that Englishmen are being driven from the possibility of continuing this 
profession.”384  In all likelihood, “the tide” connoted the growing interest in 
French art by both English artists and patrons of art.  Hunt realized that he was 
struggling against another kind of invasion similar to the one he had been so 
involved with forty years earlier.  Though the threat was no longer of a military 
nature, the enemy was of the same nationality and he threatened, in Hunt’s 
mind, England’s national dignity, her sense of self-worth and, last but certainly 
not least, his chance to make a living as a British artist in the English market. 
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3.  Conclusion 
The incessantly neurotic tendency of English writers to assess the artistic 
achievements of native painters in relation to those of France has been well-
documented in the periodical press of later nineteenth-century England.  Due to 
the increased presence of foreign painting at English exhibitions, the country 
experienced a general sense of anxiety and lack of confidence in its own cultural 
independence.  Some critics responded to the crisis by calling for reforms in 
domestic institutional policies and demanding greater efforts from English artists 
and patrons to defend their home.  Others frequently leashed out at the 
perceived cause of the crisis, namely the influx of painting from France.  It may 
therefore be argued that England’s self-consciousness with regard to matters of 
art became intensified through the persistent presence of something foreign and 
un-British.   
Even if the foreign influence did not have a direct causal effect on the 
development of the British school, it did act as a catalyst in its development.  
Being continually confronted with a multitude of foreign artists in their 
homeland, British people began to feel the need to assert their own cultural 
identity.  In that way, the emergence of English modern art owes much to the 
presence of French art.  As has been shown, art critics in England who 
recognized similarities between the Barbizon School and the English Romantic 
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landscape became convinced that England had inspired modern landscape 
painting in France.  The competitive tone of exhibition reviews during this 
period is proof of a desire in England to establish a national school of painting at 
all costs and a willingness to challenge its closest neighbor and historic rival in 
that effort. 
One group of French artists that exhibited in London in the latter part of 
the nineteenth century made it particularly easy for some of the most xenophobic 
and conservative art critics to declare French painting inferior to that of England.  
The next chapter discusses why the Impressionists drew especially harsh 
criticism from the English periodical press.  More importantly, it will show that 
the anti-French rhetoric directed against them was not as capricious or arbitrary 
as it may appear.  Their ambivalent reception in the British press, however, must 
be read in the context of the ‘transitional period’ that has been described thus far.   
For the charges brought against them had, in one form or another, been brought 
against the figure painters as well as landscape painters who lived and exhibited 
in London since 1870.  The Impressionists were only another group of foreign 
artists – albeit an especially potent one – that angered many conservative English 
critics and painters determined to protect the moral virtues of their 
impressionable young painters against the influences of continental tempters.   
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CHAPTER FIVE:  Press Reception of French Art of 1880s and 1890s as a   
           heritage of issues from 1870s 
 
 
 
1.  Historical background to Impressionism in England 
 
The climate into which Impressionism was introduced was complex.  
Hosts of confident art critics reviewed traditional and well as progressive 
exhibitions for both large newspapers and elitist periodicals.  The Franco-
Prussian war had renewed the debates over the fruits of national character.  An 
increased number of French migrant painters caused heightened fears about 
moral subversions in England.  While some critics began to scrutinize French art 
more critically, others concentrated on the shortcomings in English art which 
were made apparent through the increased exposure to the ‘other’.  Although 
some critics praised the superiority of French painting methods during the 1870s, 
they usually did so with the intent of pointing out the deficiencies in English 
artists and not for the glorification of England’s rivals.  At the same time, the 
more xenophobic critics had directed sufficient criticism against certain aspects 
of French art.  As a result, when Impressionism came along, some art critics 
perceived and presented it in the press as merely another piece of evidence 
against foreignness.   
Impressionism, in other words, did not start a vein of anti-foreign rhetoric, 
for that vein had already existed for decades and continued to develop 
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throughout the unique decade of the 1870s.  Rather, the new French movement 
helped escalate an already volatile atmosphere.  It should thus be seen in direct 
correlation to the relationship between English periodical criticism and French 
artists during the 1870s, when the issues of conflict were first articulated in the 
periodical press.  The specific charges brought against French Impressionism 
were but harsher echoes of issues English critics brought against French art 
during the 1870s.  Some of these, including discussions linking art to national 
character were simply repeated, while others, such as the moral questionability 
of certain subject matter and the painting methods of individual artists were 
adapted and, in some cases, even reversed to fit newly created paradigms of 
aesthetic judgment.   
 
1.1.  Monet, Pissarro and Durand-Ruel in London 
 
 Although Paul Durand-Ruel would eventually represent all of the major 
Impressionists at his gallery in London, only a few of them ever resided there for 
an extended period of time.  As described in Chapter One, Claude Monet fled to 
London in September 1870 and Camille Pissarro followed with his family soon 
thereafter.  The two friends explored London together, visiting the National 
Gallery and expressing admiration for Turner and Constable.  They were 
particularly fascinated by the foggy atmosphere of the city.  Monet painted a 
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view of Hyde Park, the Thames and the Houses of Parliament as seen from the 
newly-built embankment (Fig. 11), Pissarro, on the other hand, was content to 
paint his South London neighborhood, where the Crystal Palace had been 
transferred after the Great Exhibition (Fig. 12).  
Their efforts to gain exposure in London were often frustrated.  After an 
unsuccessful attempt to exhibit their London pictures at the Royal Academy, 
Paul Durand-Ruel’s, a fellow-refugee from the war in France, offered Monet and 
Pissarro the opportunity to show their work with the newly established Society 
of French Artists at his picture gallery at 168 New Bond Street.  As the French 
dealer noted in his memoirs, “soon after our meeting I began slipping a few 
paintings by these two artists into exhibitions which I organized in London.”385  
Among the one-hundred and forty-four paintings, most of which were by 
Barbizon painters, he included one of Monet’s and two of Pissarro’s canvases.  To 
their disappointment, however, the English press ignored their paintings both 
there and at the International Exhibition of Fine Arts at South Kensington in 
1871.  Be that as it may, the critics would soon break their silence.   
                                                 
385 Quoted in Marci Regan, “Paul Durand-Ruel and the Market for Early Modernism” (Master 
thesis, Lousiana State University, 1997), 17. 
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Towards the end of 1871 most future Impressionists were back in Paris, 
where Durand-Ruel met the rest of them, including Sisley, Renoir and Manet.386  
At that time, he began focusing more on their innovative manner of painting in 
his London exhibits, which he continued to foster.  In 1872, he included six by 
Manet, four by Pissarro and Sisley, two by Monet and Degas, and “a multitude” 
of paintings by Fantin-Latour, Courbet, Boudin, Jongkind and others.  Jeremy 
Maas writes that the 1873 exhibition was “more or less the same” in terms of how 
many Impressionist paintings were shown.”387  The early reception of 
Impressionism, therefore needs to be viewed within the context of the Society of 
French Artists, for this is where their first pictures where exhibited.  The British 
press was willing to accept the Barbizon painters with all their deficiencies, 
nevertheless, they would soon begin to criticize the future Impressionists. 
 
 
1.2.  Impressionism not properly acknowledged until early 1880s 
 
After having staged ten exhibitions, Durand-Ruel’s gallery closed in 1875 
due to his inability to meet financial obligations.  Nevertheless, the dealer 
Charles Deschamps, secretary of the Society of French Artists since 1872 and 
                                                 
386 This was, nevertheless, not the last time Monet and Pissarro visited England.  Monet returned 
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works in and of London. 
387 Jeremy Maas, Gambart:  Prince of the Victorian Art World (London:  Barrie and Jenkins, 1975), 
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nephew of the powerful art mogul Ernest Gambart, held an art exhibition of 
Degas, Sisley, Manet and Morisot at the Bond Street Gallery in 1876.  A five-year 
hiatus followed, in which no Impressionist work was exhibited on English soil.  
During this time, a few English critics continued to follow the movement’s 
activities in France.  Although Impressionist paintings were noticed a few times 
during the Seventies, Kate Flint argues that “little claim can be made for these 
brief references as constituting any remarkable response to Impressionism.”388   
Generally speaking, critics did not take Impressionism serious until 
Durand-Ruel returned to England in 1882 to mount the first, albeit modestly 
sized exhibition of Impressionist work since 1875.  One year later, he followed up 
with a collection of sixty-five paintings at Dowdeswell’s gallery.  From that 
moment, English art critics decided to respond to the modernist trend from 
France in earnest.  Some looked back and, in hindsight, re-interpreted well-
known foreign painters working in England in relation to the new concept of 
Impressionism.  In that process, several individuals who never actually 
associated with the group or commit themselves to its theories were retroactively 
labeled Impressionists.  In an unsigned review of 1882, the year Tissot returned 
to France after his eleven-year sojourn in England, the Standard wrote: 
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. . . until now the Impressionists have been little known in England, that is 
to say, in the matter of the Impressionists, we have ‘entertained angels 
unawares,’ for Mr. Whistler and Mr. Tissot have long been with us, and 
their work is like that of the Impressionists in two respects – it aims 
generally to record what the eye actually sees, and not what the mind 
knows the eye ought to see, and likewise, it addresses itself with courage 
and confidence to the artistic problems of our modern life, and our 
artificial society.389 
 
One may wonder how it is possible that critics did not take real notice of 
Impressionism until the early 1880s.  However, this should not come as a 
surprise.  As Alan Bowness explains in the catalogue to the 1973 exhibition 
Impressionists in London, not only were the names of Monet and Pissarro 
“comparatively little-known” in relation to Daubigny, but their choices of subject 
matter and treatment during the early 1870s were “probably indistinguishable” 
from that of the latter.390  Another reason for the silence on the part of English 
critics with regard to early Impressionists is that long ago John Ruskin had 
advised art critics that the most effective and most gentlemanly way to express 
contempt for something was to ignore it altogether.391  Considering his infamous 
1877 Grosvenor review of Nocturne in Black and Gold:  The Falling Rocket (1875) 
(Fig. 13) in which he accused Whistler of “flinging a pot of paint in the public’s 
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390 Alan Bowness, “Introduction,” in The Impressionists in London (London:  The Arts Council of 
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391 John Ruskin, “Arrows of the Chace,” Works 34, 576, quoted in Kate Flint, The Victorians and the 
Visual Imagination (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 2000), 194-5.  Ruskin advised his 
fellow-critics:  “. . . the best thing [an art critic] can do is to describe carefully the subject of the 
pictures he thinks likely to please simple people (and) to take no notice of pictures attracting 
merely by their tricks of painting.” 
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face,” it appears that Ruskin viewed himself as an exception even to his own 
rules.392  Moreover, the meager output of commentary about Impressionist work 
during its early years may be explained by the fact that most critics viewed the 
movement as a mere passing trend.  They simply doubted that Impressionism 
would stand the test of time and instead soon disappear into oblivion.  The 
details of this argument will be discussed later in this chapter. 
 
2.  Negative reception echoes issues from 1870s 
 
The press reception of the Impressionists can be viewed as a continuation 
of many points which had been debated with regard to French painters working 
in London during 1870s.  For instance, similar to their immediate predecessors, 
the Impressionists were critiqued in direct relation to their national character.  
Moreover, their choice of subject matter and style of execution was often 
understood as endangering the moral health of England’s younger generation, 
including the young English painters.  With the Impressionists, however, this 
argument was reversed.  While many painters of the so-called transitional period 
had overemphasized their ‘cleverness,’ meaning their technical skill, the 
Impressionists allegedly lacked such dexterity altogether.  The danger, therefore, 
                                                 
392 On the other hand, perhaps he was only acting on his dutiful conscience as responsible judge 
of taste, urging him to “Prevent false living artists from acquiring an influence injurious to the 
general interests of art,” as P.G. Hamerton had counseled professional critics. 
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now was the possibility that English artists would find the sketchy manner of 
painting attractive and forsake all good traditional painting methods.  As far as 
their modern subject matter was concerned, those Impressionists who went 
beyond landscape painting were, similar to their immediate predecessors, often 
accused of abandoning clear, intelligible and morally instructive subjects for 
depicting banal, mundane and immoral things.  Although the subjects of their 
pictures were not necessarily described as vulgar or horrible, they were 
nonetheless seen as trivial and unimaginative.   
 
 
2.1.  Impressionism as a product of the revolutionary French character  
 
Part of the reason why the Impressionist’s critical reception was initially 
unfavorable is that their unconventional style of painting and anti-establishment 
exhibiting policies reminded people of the revolutionary ideals exhibited time 
and again in France’s turbulent political history.393  Critics unanimously 
recognized and agreed almost from the outset that Impressionism was the logical 
product of the traditionally revolutionary and unstable French character, both in 
terms of style and ideology.  Albert Boime points out that the Paris Commune of 
                                                 
393 Alan Bowness argues that the Impressionist works exhibited at Durand-Ruel’s gallery between 
1871 and 1875 were “in no way revolutionary” because they reminded people of Turner and 
Constable.  (See Bowness, op. cit., 13)  However, English art critics tell a different story.  They did, 
in fact, acknowledge a certain affinity between English Romantic landscape painters and the 
members of the Society of French Artists.  It was the Barbizon painters, first and foremost, 
however, who were seen as the heirs to the English Romantics Constable, Turner and Crome.  
Only later did critics extend that lineage to the Impressionists.   
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1871 was still quite fresh on the English mind and it was therefore easy to draw 
parallels to Impressionist painting.394  Because it disregarded tradition and 
highlighted innovation and individual expression, the movement met with 
suspicion and prejudice by a host of unsympathetic critics, both in its early years 
and throughout the remainder of the nineteenth century.395  Thus, Impressionism 
was effectively presented to the English public as an unapologetically national 
French product.  The revolutionary element, that most prominent and most 
defining aspect of the ‘Frenchness’ was simply unacceptable to the English, who 
valued their own political stability in contrast to the revolution-ridden history of 
France as one of their most precious assets.   
The Impressionists, however, were not the first artists from France to be 
termed ‘revolutionary.’  The Pall Mall Gazette had applied this label on the 
occasion of the first exhibition of the Society of French Artists.  That particular 
exhibition included a couple of future Impressionists but it consisted mostly of 
Barbizon school painters.  He observed:  “Side by side with the revolutionists of 
figure-painting in France worked the revolutionists in landscape-painting, whose 
                                                 
394 Albert Boime, Art and the French Commune:  Imagining Paris after War and Revolution (Princeton:  
Princeton University Press, 1995), 27. 
395 People have wondered why Tissot would not join the Impressionists in 1874.  Tissot was 
probably able to perceive the detrimental associations between Impressionism and the Commune 
to which he had been linked before his departure from Paris in 1871.  Thus, Tissot, while on 
friendly terms with Degas since their time as students, consciously kept himself aloof from the 
Impressionists as an exhibiting group. 
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watchword was ‘Nature’ . . .”396  By “revolutionists of figure-painting,” the critic 
meant Delacroix and his followers.  Three years later, the Pall Mall Gazette stood 
by his opinion.  The critic considered Delacroix’s free and imaginative approach 
to painting as 
. . . a prodigious act of revolution in the France of 1825 with her austere 
code of aesthetic conventions; and much of the enthusiasm of Frenchmen 
for the art of Delacroix is the enthusiasm, still unexhausted, of 
revolution.397  
 
It is ironic, that the Pall Mall Gazette should refer to Delacroix as the father of 
such an artistic revolution, since Delacroix, as has been shown in Chapter Three, 
had supposedly been greatly influenced by romantic English landscape painting.  
The Pall Mall Gazette reminded his readers, and even took pride in the fact, that 
“the precedents for this, as for other kinds of uprising across the Channel, were 
in great part English, and avowedly so.”398  He thus credited English art with the 
aspect of artistic innovation, while deferring to the French the less enviable 
aspect of extending artistic upheaval to the political arena.     
Kate Flint identified the charge of willful confrontation in the first press 
mention of those painters later labeled as ‘Impressionists’ in 1873.  Even at this 
early point, critics recognized a revolutionary character at the heart of their work.  
They considered the work of “Bellenger, Beauvarie [sic], Sisley, Monet, De Cock” 
                                                 
396 “First Exhibition of the Society of French Artists,” Pall Mall Gazette (December 26, 1870):  3179. 
397 “Society of French Artists,” Pall Mall Gazette (December 10, 1873):  12. 
398 Ibid. 
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and others “especially interesting as a place for studying the tendencies of this 
school in its most defiant and uncompromising masters and pupils . . .”399  Such 
defiance and unwillingness to subjugate themselves to the traditional 
conventions and abide by academic precepts became one of the Impressionist’s 
most commented traits.   
Henceforth, English critics attempted to conjure up in the minds of the 
public, mental images of revolution, gradually extending their repertoire of 
names to include “Intransigeants”400 and “Irreconcilables.”401  The anonymous 
critic of the Artist observed the following in 1881:  “The group changes its name, 
as often as its quarters; it has been ‘Intransigeant’ and ‘Impressionist’, it is now 
‘Independent’, and certainly might easily become ‘Extravagant’.”402  Later in the 
review the Artist provided his readers with a clue as to the meaning of the word 
“Extravagant.”  Although he considered Mary Cassatt the “least offender” in 
terms of using arbitrary color, he nonetheless described her picture, Girl in the 
Garden (1880-1882) (Fig. 14) as “extravagant and false.”403  The term 
“Extravagant,” therefore, carried negative, immoral and even criminal 
connotations.  It was carefully chosen to further disenfranchise the nascent 
French movement.   
                                                 
399 “Society of French Artists:  Second Notice,” Times (April 22, 1873):  12. 
400 Boime, op. cit., 35. 
401 Henry James, “The Impressionists,” New York Tribune (May 13, 1876):  2.  
402 “Unsigned Review of Exhibit in Paris,” Artist (May 1, 1881):  153. 
403 Ibid. 
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Some English art critics soon learned to distinguish between the various 
groups of painters within the Society of French Artists.  In 1874, the Times, for 
instance, drew a distinction between the admirable Barbizon painters and the 
Impressionists, pointing out the different levels of radicalism in the two groups.  
The critic – probably Tom Taylor – discussed Corot, Fantin, Dupre and 
Daubigny, calling them “provokingly and perversely incomplete.”  Corot was 
still the most acceptable painter to the Times, because he, at least, worked 
according to a system.  “When we have got over the first feeling that [Corot’s 
paintings] are but the rudiment of pictures,” the critic observed, “we shall find 
subtleties, and even exquisitenesses, of light and tone which go far to justify the 
master’s place in French appreciation.”404  In contrast, he accused the young 
Impressionists of having “gone as wide off the track of Dupré, Diaz, or their 
predecessors or Rousseau, as these from the classical landscape, against whose 
conventions they rose in revolt.”405   
Taylor figured that Courbet had to be the “prophet” of this “latest sect of 
French landscape art.”  The Impressionists were so radical, however, and their 
tendency to revolt against the establishment naturally irrepressible, that they 
soon toppled their leader.  Manet, the critic claimed, “far out-Courbets Courbet” 
                                                 
404 “Notice of the exhibition of the Society of French Artists, Bond Street,” Times (April 27, 1874):  
14. 
405 Ibid. 
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in terms of non-conventionality.406  It was not a secret in England that Courbet 
had held the position of art minister in the late Commune and that he had been 
instrumental in the destruction of the Vendôme column.  He was, in the English 
mind, the quintessential revolutionary artist.  Moreover, by calling Courbet the 
“prophet” of a “sect,” the critic might have hoped to conjure up ideas of 
ecclesiastical revolt.  By describing Impressionism as a sect, Tom Taylor implied 
that academic classicism was the state-sanctioned religion.  Thus, he effectively 
communicated the idea that these young artists were even more revolutionary 
than the most revolutionary French artist of whom England had ever heard, for 
they rebelled both against the state and its official creed.407  
Speaking of Manet’s compatriots “Monet, Sisbey [sic], Pissaro [sic], G. 
Bellenger, and Bellet-du-Poisat,” the Times presented their deliberate and 
“studied avoidance of delicate workmanship” as irrefutable “evidence of as wild 
a spirit of anarchy at work in French painting as in French politics.”408  What is 
worse, he continued, they were “defiant both of rule and culture” and pervert 
French taste.  Thus, these painters compromised the appreciation for French art 
                                                 
406 Ibid.  
407 P.G. Hamerton also employed a religious metaphor but reversed the argument entirely.  He 
reverently addressed the recently deceased Manet as one of the fathers of the movement, 
“…whose work it is impossible to overlook in the history of the sect . . . The example that he set 
was one of perfect honesty, absolute faith in his principles . . . He had deep convictions about 
veracity . . . .”  See Philip Gilbert Hamerton, “The Present State of the Fine Arts in France:  
Impressionism,” Portfolio (February 1891), quoted in Flint, 1984, op. cit., 92. 
408 Times (April 27, 1874), op. cit., 14. 
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in England as a whole.  Two years later, Taylor still stood by his opinion, 
although he found “less than the usual proportion of protest-provoking pictures.  
The Impressionists were still “ostentatiously defiant both of rule and culture” as 
they militantly followed Courbet, the school’s “commander-in-chief.”  Again, the 
deviation from established French taste perplexed the critic to the point where he 
declared, conspicuously reminiscent of his review two years prior:  “Of all the 
strange and unaccountable deviations of French taste there has never been one 
apparently so directly in the teeth of all we are accustomed to think most 
distinctively French as this out-Courbeting of Courbet.”409 
The charge leveled against Impressionists that they were revolutionaries, 
was not new at all, but had already been applied to French Romantics and their 
heirs, the Barbizon school, both of which were represented at Durand-Ruel’s 
Society of French Artists beginning in 1870.  This is important because it places 
the reception of Impressionism in its proper context and shows that the 
conditions for their negative reception had been sown during the early 1870s.  
The accusation of being ‘revolutionary’ was then repeated and sharpened in 
reviews of Impressionist exhibitions at Durand-Ruel’s gallery.  Although 
generally well-disposed towards Impressionism, P.G. Hamerton lamented that 
very “combative spirit” towards academic rules that placed the Impressionists so 
                                                 
409 “Notice of the Exhibition of French and other foreign Pictures, 168, Bond-street,” Times (April 
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irreparably at odds with the art establishment.  He argued that it was not only 
unnecessary, but detrimental to their progress, saying:  “It seems to me that M. 
Monet, in his praiseworthy devotion to Nature, has placed himself needlessly in 
a position of antagonism to Art, and that this may account for much of his 
unpopularity.”410  He continued arguing:  “These painters feel themselves to be in 
a condition of antagonism to the world around them that leads to self-assertion, 
and is, therefore, not wholly favourable to their art.”411  Hamerton also discussed 
Renoir, recognizing his worth as an artist.  Yet again, he wished that Renoir’s 
journey was not such an uphill struggle: 
Still, with all his (Renoir’s) gifts, one sees that he has been fighting a battle, 
as our own Pre-Raphaelites did in their rime of conflict, and the combative 
spirit is never the best for art: a happy serenity is best for it. M. Renoir is 
not alone in this combativeness; it is visible in other Impressionists by 
their resolute refusal of concession to all established ideas about taste.412 
 
This last statement is telling.  Even sympathetic critics such as Hamerton did not 
recognize that any leniency or compromise of their principle would have meant 
failure on the part of the Impressionists.  They were in the process of changing 
art forever and could not afford any bilateral compromise.  Professional critics of 
England were of course firmly steeped in tradition, rule and convention, even to 
the extent of cautioning avant-garde artists to apply moderation; something that 
                                                 
410 Hamerton, op. cit., quoted in Flint, 1984, op. cit., 95. 
411 Ibid., 96. 
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is irreconcilable indeed.  Hamerton closed his review by returning to his 
thoughts on antagonism to established artistic conventions.  He restated his 
belief that antagonism in art is misplaced:  “No one can see more clearly than I 
do that the products of such revolts are but partial successes.” Hamerton 
asserted that “they have never the completeness only attainable in tranquility 
when there is no antagonism.”413  
Not all critics warned their audiences about Impressionism.  Some critics 
purported to believe that Impressionism did not pose a threat.  Similar to the 
short-lived revolutions, they reassured their readers that this movement would 
not exist for a long, but would eventually give way to law and order.  History 
has proven that this assumption was only partly true.  In an article cited earlier, 
Henry James opened his review of Durand-Ruel’s 1876 exhibition, reassuring his 
readers that Impressionism “can give rise . . . to no dangerous perversities of 
taste.”414  In his mind, such a passing fad simply did not hold the power to do so.  
James would not have gone into a lengthy discourse on beauty and ugliness and 
uttered so many words about the moral values associated with proper painting 
technique if he thought this “little group,” as James dismisses them, posed no 
threat to England at all. 
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In a similar belittling manner, William Powell Frith concluded his tirade 
against Impressionism with an attempt to calm any fears concerning the long-
term success of the modern French movement.  He predicted that “the craze itself 
will as assuredly pass away as everything foolish and false does sooner or 
later.”415  This claim certainly contains a good amount of wishful thinking on 
Frith’s part, because for the time being, the popularity of Impressionism with 
English patrons and artists was steadily rising.  Yet the fact that this foreign 
trend caused a number of British painters such as Frith to worry about 
competition, both foreign and domestic, is completely understandable.  
Harry Quilter also agreed with Henry James and W.P. Frith on the point 
that Impressionism was not here to stay.  “This impressionist theory,” he 
prophesied, “will refute itself in time, and already it is losing its hold over the 
best of its followers.”416  Nevertheless, Quilter wisely realized that one could not 
force Impressionism to disappear simply by ignoring it.  On the contrary, the 
movement needed to be confronted because it had begun to exercise great effects 
on the English art market.  The Impressionist idea, he said, 
. . . is tacitly accepted, by a very considerable number of connoisseurs and 
picture-fanciers; and slowly but very surely this conception of art is 
                                                 
415 William Powell Frith, “Crazes in Art: ‘Pre-Raphaelitism’ and ‘Impressionism,’” Magazine of Art 
11 (June 1888):  190-1. 
416 Harry Quilter, “The Tendencies of French Art,” Contemporary Review 51 (Jan.-June 1887):  869. 
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making its way amongst our English artists, and so needs to be dealt with 
as a potent factor in contemporary art.417 
 
 
 
2.2.  Sketchy technique and modern subjects lead to moral decadence 
 
Quilter admitted that Impressionism bore certain dangers.  As Quilter saw 
it, the dangers of the Impressionist premise lay in both the random choice of 
subject and the unconventional handling of the haphazardly chosen scene, 
because it challenged the very need for the artist.  He asked rhetorically: 
If the painter is to have no special vision, no subtle message, to exercise no 
power of selection or combination, to give us, in fact, no result but the 
reproduction of the quickest impression of Nature that we may all see in 
our “winking” moments, is there much use, for us at least, in his existing 
at all?418 
 
The critics of the press were not alone in voicing their opinion on these matters.  
English painters were also not immune to the pervading spirit of national 
xenophobia.  While great admiration for French painting would eventually take 
hold upon a younger generation of English artists, a number of individuals from 
the older generation were vocal opponents of foreign painting.  They did not 
gaze beyond national boundaries, viewing themselves as part of a unilateral, 
international community with like-minded fellow-artists on the continent as well 
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as their foreign peers in England.419  Some English painters, rather, engaged very 
actively in the promotion of English art, vehemently warning against the 
treacherous influences of foreign art, particularly that from France.   
William Holman Hunt was perhaps the most vocal opponent of French 
painting in England during the Victorian period.  Hunt had mistrusted the 
French ever since a period of invasion-paranoia during mid-century, charging 
his fellow-countrymen of imminent dangers in 1852:  “Let no sentinel, on our 
confines, stand aside and allow to pass the derider of national purity.”420  At that 
time, W.H. Hunt, like the vast majority of his countrymen, perceived the French 
pollutants, threatening to tarnish the moral purity of England.421  More than three 
decades later, Hunt’s attitude towards foreign imported artists had not 
weakened.  On the contrary, his convictions had only become stronger.  In 1888, 
his opinion on the topic was published by the Artist on the occasion of an 
intimate exhibition Hunt had opened in London.  His charges against 
Impressionists, in this case, included the selection of their subjects and their 
                                                 
419 For a useful article on this topic, see Francoise Forster-Hahn, “’La confraternite de l’art’:  
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unsold as a consequence.  This setback led the painter to consider changing his profession and try 
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manual treatment.  What is more, the Artist indicated that Hunt doubted the 
sincerity of these artists:  
[Hunt] had seen the work of foreign Impressionists in which one looked in 
vain for anything definite, except the name in large letters of the great 
author, and this indefinition and hurry to the eyes of the handicraftsman 
could only bespeak contempt, and not reverence, on the part of the 
author.422   
 
Hunt followed his line of reasoning with regard to Impressionism as well as his 
vocal disapproval of it undeviatingly into the last decade of the nineteenth 
century.  By that point in time it must have been clear even to a staunch 
Francophobe that Impressionism was not going to disappear anytime soon.  
Accordingly, Hunt’s anti-French and pro-British attitudes found more aggressive 
expression.  In his lengthy 1891 tirade against French painting Hunt attacked the 
formal qualities of Impressionism, suggesting, as was commonly held, that 
painting was a form of writing.  This type of comparison communicated to the 
English reader that the most legible painting was also the most intelligible.  Hunt 
walked a fine line with this argument because he conceded earlier in the same 
article that clear and informative painting was actually the strength of French 
painters.   
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Hunt then referred to the Impressionists, a school of painters completely 
different from his earlier examples, Troyon and Gérôme, and threw them into 
one pot with the academicians, saying: 
In other cases the French advocates take palpable dabs, all of one shape 
and size, with undisguised paint as a sign of masterliness in the school 
that indulges in dash. As well might the meaningless scribbling of 
children, done in imitation of the hasty writing of parents, be regarded as 
a sign of accomplishment.423 
 
These lines are an early articulation of the classic charge so frequently brought 
against modern art, which argues that children are capable of producing works 
of equal quality.  In short, Hunt argued that Impressionism had no place in high 
art for its failure to deliver the quality of execution and intelligible meaning 
necessary to qualify as such.   
Although he was the most vocal, William Holman Hunt was not the only 
insular English painter to speak out in the press.  The academic painter Edward 
Armitage also joined the debate in defense of the British mainstay.  Perhaps 
motivated by his profession as a historical painter of biblical stories, he employed 
a particularly religious tone to chastise the Impressionists.  Following his visit to 
the Paris Salon, Armitage observed:  “The high priests of the new creed seem to 
be more childishly absurd than ever, and the influence of this art agnosticism is 
rapidly spreading . . . .”  He added that those most vulnerable to “this strange 
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epidemic” are young impressionable (no pun intended) artists.424  Moreover, like 
W.P. Frith, Armitage used medical metaphors to impress upon his reader’s mind 
the dangers of the foreign novelty.  As physical illness can infect and ultimately 
destroy the body, he suggested, spiritual evils, like the principles introduced by 
the Impressionists, were contagions, infecting society, rapidly spreading and 
ultimately destroying its victims:   
We might view with indifference, tinged, perhaps, with regret, this art 
decadence of our neighbours if we were quite sure of not being infected 
ourselves; but, alas! There are plenty of signs that this last charlatanism in 
art is gradually taking root in England . . . . That my protest will be treated 
with scorn and contumely by the disciples of the new school I have no 
doubt; but I am impelled to make it, not in hopes of stemming the muddy 
tide, but to satisfy my own conscience.425                                                                                                    
 
Armitage apparently identified with biblical prophets with regard to their holy 
mission.  Just as they delivered their unpopular message to sinners, so Edward 
Armitage felt moved as if by a higher power to declare the ‘truth’, in spite of his 
certainty that the transgressors of academic law would reject it.  His sense of 
urgency was only sharpened when the alleged evil, once deemed no more than a 
vexatious weed showed signs of growing deep roots in England.   
In an antagonistic article published in the Magazine of Art in 1888, William 
Powell Frith also voiced his disapproval of the steady influx of modern foreign 
influences in English art.  After England had finally purged itself of Pre-
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Raphaelitism, Frith complained, “another, and far more dangerous, craze has 
come upon us.  Born and bred in France, what is called Impressionism has 
tainted the art of this country.”426  The main difference between the Pre-
Raphaelites and Impressionism, for Frith, was this:  While the Pre-Raphaelites 
concentrated too much on details (a curious argument, considering such 
meticulously detailed canvases as Frith’s Derby Day), the Impressionists omitted 
detail altogether.  Speaking of their “impressions” of colour and light, Frith 
surmised that the only possible way such visual sensations could occur was if 
“the receiver of it was in a state of disease.”  He conceded that because all artists 
recorded their impressions, all art was impressionistic to a certain degree.  The 
difference, Frith maintained, was that proper artists perfected their impressions 
in the studio.  Frith assured his audience moreover that his opinions were not 
motivated by mere Francophobia.  He referred to Henry Wallis’ French Gallery 
at Pall Mall as a place “where admirable examples of foreign art may be 
studied,” even suggesting that “a comparison of our own school with the 
examples of others ought to be a lesson to students and professors alike.”   
Part of the dilemma, for Frith, was that he thought the Impressionists 
were merely toying with the people of England.  He did not think them honest in 
their declared intent, accusing them of “much mischief,” and added to the 
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accusation of willfully perverting manual aspects of painting, the all-too-familiar 
charge of moral perversion through the choice of improper subjects: 
It is to be hoped that the ‘Impressionists’ will not be allowed to play their 
pranks in the Royal Academy exhibition; we have enough evidence there 
of the seeming forgetfulness of the good that may be acquired from 
foreign training in the occasional display of sooty flesh and dingy, 
unmeaning – not to say unpleasant – subjects.427  
 
In the end, however, Frith too betrayed his true motive in speaking out against 
Impressionists, namely commercialism.  Their paintings were apparently quite 
popular with certain dealers and patrons by the late 1880s, causing Frith and 
others to worry about their own ability to compete.  He rationalized the 
unmerited success of the Impressionists citing the ignorance of naïve people who 
confused “cleverness” with “genius.”   Simultaneously, Frith implied the need 
for art critics’ intervention, arguing that the public “cannot understand” 
Impressionism: 
I fear my experience of public knowledge of art leads me to the conclusion 
that a picture simply true to Nature has often no chance against one in 
which the painter has indulged in eccentricity, which the buyer thinks 
very wonderful because he cannot understand it.428 
 
W. P. Frith thus tried to trivialize the commercial success of the Impressionists 
and to discredit their innovations.  Ironically, by implying the need for someone 
who understands this as well as other forms of art, Frith unintentionally 
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compromised his own intellectual position, considering that art critics, led by 
Ruskin, thought that even artists themselves were not smart enough to expound 
on the aesthetic values of their art. 
The commonly cited stumbling block for English critics of Impressionism, 
as has been shown, however, dealt with their unconventional painting methods.  
The core of this issue, however, was not new to Impressionism.  French 
technique, in a wider sense, had been a stumbling block for English critics for 
some time before the arrival of Monet and his colleagues.  While English art 
critics acknowledged the fact that French painters generally received superior 
training, the over-emphasis of their dazzling technical abilities at the expense of 
poetic sentiment and imagination was, in the minds of most English art critics, a 
typical shortcoming of French painters.  Critics particularly disliked the 
cleverness and trickery some artists, including Tissot and Heilbuth, used to 
achieve impressive aesthetic effects.   With the Impressionists, however, the 
argument went precisely the opposite way.  Now the problem, as English critics 
saw it, was the abolition of technique and finish altogether and the practice of 
presenting a sketch as a finished work of art.  Technique, once celebrated as the 
greatest asset of the French painter, was now viewed as being in retrogression – 
even if its absence was deliberate.  The issue of manual painting method, 
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therefore, continued to occupy the minds of English art critics, although they 
constructed their arguments precisely from the opposite angle.   
As novel as the charges over unfinished or haphazardly executed 
Impressionist paintings sound, however, they did not originate with 
Impressionist paintings, strictly speaking. Rather, these issues can essentially be 
viewed as a more rigorous continuation of the ongoing debate concerning the 
loose painting methods of the Barbizon school painters.  In his review of the first 
exhibition of the Society of French Artists, the critic of the Times clearly described 
the style of the Barbizon school as impressionistic.  The timing of this attribution 
is significant because it occurred no less than four years before the infamous 
critic Louis Leroy would apply those infamous words in his review of the first 
official Impressionist exhibition at Nadar’s studio in 1874.  Armed with this 
observation, the Times critic seized upon the opportunity to juxtapose the state of 
modern French painting with the state of art in Britain, providing additional 
support for the argument about the competitive way in which English critics 
viewed the artistic achievements of their countrymen in comparison to those of 
France.  The critic wrote: 
. . . French landscape painters, unlike the reigning English school, as a 
rule, paint impressions and not transcripts. The work of Corot, Daubigny, 
Diaz, and Dupré, differing in all other points, agrees in this. Elaboration of 
detail is avoided. (. . .) It is hard for most English landscape painters, not 
influenced by foreign training and study, to see in the work of these 
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foreigners much more than a willful sacrifice of most of those things, that 
in their eyes, go to make nature delightful and art of value.429 
 
The critic concludes that this constitutes “perverse asceticism, if not wanton 
weakness.”  In other words, he submitted that the French painters may have 
deliberately abandoned finish in an act of willful perversion of academically 
established rules and conventions.  The Times was not alone in noticing a 
conspicuous lack of detail and finish in Durand-Ruel’s early exhibitions.  The 
Observer also remarked on the “carelessness of detail” common to the work of 
Corot, Rousseau, Dupré, Diaz and Daubigny.430 
The developments in the field of professional art criticism with its 
reversed value-system only exacerbated the situation for Impressionist art in 
England during its formative years.  While general critics had been and were still 
content to focus on narrative content and sentiment in painting – both of which 
were of course conspicuously absent in Impressionist pictures – professional 
artists were mostly interested in formal and aesthetic aspects of painting, 
relegating emotive/moral qualities to a secondary level.431  Again, to the most 
specialized art critic after 1863, Impressionism failed in every aspect of the 
handbook.  Being judged primarily on technical accomplishment and one’s 
                                                 
429 “Exhibition of French Pictures,” Times (December 19, 1870):   4.  
430 Observer (December 11, 1870):  4. 
431 Elizabeth Prettejohn, “Aesthetic Value and the Professionalization of Victorian Art Criticism 
1837-78,” Journal of Victorian Culture 2 (Spring 1997):  83-4. 
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ability to handle line, color and composition with ease put the Impressionists at 
odds with both literary and professional art critics.  Indeed, one professionally 
trained critic, Tom Taylor expressed his perplexity in his first review of the 
Society of French Artists in 1870: 
It is difficult to understand how such work as we see in these pictures, 
and, more or less, in a large portion of the contents of the bond-street 
Gallery, can find acceptance from critics trained in that reverence for 
completeness and thoroughness of workmanship, and that artistic sense of 
subordination and reserve which never under any temptation loses sight 
of the right relation of parts and whole, which we are accustomed to 
consider leading characteristics of French taste.432 
 
Taylor questioned how this kind of work, lacking particularly the expected 
technical merit, could appeal to art critics who were so thoroughly trained in 
evaluating the formal qualities of painting.  Until this point, the technical 
dexterity of French artists was the one thing that had appealed to English critics 
and English painters alike.  Now, however, even that unifying factor had been 
compromised. 
Like others before him, Henry James accused the Impressionists of being 
“foes” to standard conventions in painting and to beauty in general.  He 
compared their “mission” of capturing the appearance of something to the aims 
of the Pre-Raphaelites, though he thought the latter more successful at it.  What 
is more, James made an artist’s technique a national issue, presenting it as a 
                                                 
432 “Society of French Artists, Bond-Street,” Times (April 27, 1874):  14. 
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showcase for English virtue and contrasting it with French immorality.  He 
observed that 
. . . the divergence in method between the English Pre-Raphaelites and 
this little group is especially striking, and very characteristic of the moral 
differences of the French and English races. When the English realists 
‘went in’, as the phrase is, for hard truth and stern fact, an irresistible 
instinct of righteousness caused them to try and purchase forgiveness for 
their infidelity to the old more or less moral proprieties and 
conventionalities, by an exquisite, patient, virtuous manipulation-by being 
above all things laborious. But the Impressionists, who, I think, are more 
consistent, abjure virtue altogether, and declare that a subject which has 
been crudely chosen shall be loosely treated. They send detail to the dogs 
and concentrate themselves on general expression . . . . The Englishmen, in 
a word, were pedants, and the Frenchmen are cynics.433 
 
While both committed sins by breaking the laws of classical tradition, James 
argued, at least the Pre-Raphaelites atoned for their ‘sin’ in part by working in 
what he called a “laborious” manner.  They were compelled to do so by their 
“irresistible instinct of righteousness,” James maintained.  Lacking all virtue and 
moral instinct, the French painters, in contrast, allegedly had no scruples 
forsaking both the careful choice of subject and the patience required to finish a 
canvas.  James used the “divergence in method” as a general representation for 
the “moral differences” of English and French people.  Hard work, he thus 
reminded his readers, was still a vital part of one’s moral character in Britain. 
                                                 
433 James, “The Impressionists,” 1876, op. cit., 2.  Tom Taylor, from the Times, also called the 
French Impressionists a “cynical school.”  See Times (April 27, 1874):  14. 
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Besides not appreciating the sketchy painting technique of the 
Impressionists, many critics were suspicious of the fact that they had chosen to 
depict scenes from modern life.  English critics struggled with reconciling the fact 
that this was not exclusive to the Impressionists, but had been practiced for 
centuries.  While pondering Auguste Renoir’s La Grenouillere, Frederick 
Wedmore recognized that similar types of outdoor parties depicted much earlier 
in history by Venetian masters had not really been treated in a “very different 
spirit.” 
The main problem, for Wedmore, was that the treatment of modern life 
most easily exploited “the vulgar” for quick financial success.  This is why 
modern subjects had, in the past, repelled “high taste and the artistic instinct” 
and attracted “the common spirit,” he explained.434  In his view, the lack of moral 
sentiment and “appreciation of . . . moral beauty” in such paintings was not a 
negligible defect.  While he did acknowledge that “a painter . . . is not a 
moralist,” Wedmore argued that even Velazquez, Franz Hals, Rembrandt and 
Titian, each of whom have depicted their own time, albeit in a different style, had 
demonstrated in their art “some deep understanding of characters of endurance, 
                                                 
434 Ibid., 77.  This attitude indicates how irrevocably the function of art as a vehicle for moral value 
was engrained in the minds of Victorian art critics.  Though he tried to look at Impressionism 
from the position of its practitioners, Wedmore was ultimately unable to fully appreciate its 
purported aims without demanding traditional values.  
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resignation, tenderness, reverie.”435  Wedmore eventually concluded that history 
itself was the key.  The mere passing of three hundred years had “consecrated” 
the art of the Venetian painters, he determined.436  This implied, of course, that 
while they may appear ‘vulgar’ to Victorian eyes, the Impressionists’ paintings of 
modern subjects may also be elevated in time.   
“Can a masterpiece be vulgar?”, asked the critic of the Artist rhetorically 
in 1880.  In contrast to Frederick Wedmore and most other art critics of his time, 
this individual was quite comfortable with the depiction of modern life, calling 
some of Manet’s scenes depicting café-concerts “vulgar masterpieces.”437  Years 
later, in 1891, P.G. Hamerton also addressed the topic of modern subjects in 
Impressionist art.  He tried to justify it by placing modern-day subjects into the 
context of art history: 
Like some other French artists of our time, Manet had a way of translating 
old themes by modern examples. In this way some of his pictures, that 
were considered coarse, vulgar, and even immoral, were merely 
experiments in the modernization of Dutch and Italian themes that no one 
ever objects to in the old masters.438 
 
This debate over the link between modern subject matter and moral value, 
especially as it pertains to vulgarity, must be remembered, was also not unique 
to the exhibition reviews of the painters like Manet and Degas.  As has been 
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436 Frederick Wedmore, “The Impressionists,” Fortnightly Review (January 1883):  75-82, quoted in 
Flint, 1984, op. cit., 51. 
437 Artist (April 15, 1880):  117 
438 Hamerton, op. cit., quoted in Flint, 1984, op. cit., 93. 
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shown in Chapter Two, a number French painters as well as those trained in 
France, especially Tissot and Whistler, were constantly criticized for that very 
reason.  Henry James wondered already in 1877:  “What is it that makes such 
realism as M. Tissot’s appear vulgar and banal, when an equal degree of realism, 
practiced three hundred years ago, has an inexhaustible charm and 
entertainment?”439  James, therefore, preceded the type of criticism Wedmore and 
Hamerton later practiced.  He provides the context necessary to understanding 
that almost every issue art critics raised against Impressionist painting had been 
addressed before. 
As has been shown, most English critics disliked the revolutionary 
character of Impressionism, deducing that it was a logical product of the French 
character. They also felt disdain for the unfinished look of their pictures and their 
choice of common, or ‘vulgar’ subjects.  In each of these points, however, the 
issues were already debated during the early 1870s with regard to French 
painters other than Impressionists and must therefore be studied within that 
context. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
439 Henry James, 1877, op. cit., 141. 
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3.  Conclusion 
 
The critical reception of Impressionism as outlined in this chapter can be 
viewed as a harsher extension of arguments and stereotypes with regard to 
French moral character and painting styles that had evolved during the 
‘transitional’ 1870s.  The unconventional manner and individualistic approach of 
Impressionist painters escalated xenophobic sentiments which had been a staple 
in the English periodical press for several years by the time Impressionism came 
to full fruition.   
Certain French Romantic painters as well as their heirs, the Barbizon 
School had been referred to as ‘revolutionary’ several years before the 
Impressionists.  Likewise, the use of modern subjects had been a reason for 
complaint against James Tissot and others of the early seventies, again long 
before a critic noticed this preference among Impressionists.  Finally, the 
Barbizon painters had ignited the debate over sketchiness and finish, rather than 
the Impressionists.  Even the so-called ‘clever’ figure-painters who had relocated 
to London because of the Franco-Prussian war were charged with polluting 
England with their sophisticated technique.  Although the argument was 
reversed in their case, it still amounted to the accusation that French painting 
technique can have negative effects on the painters and consumers of art in 
England.   
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In order to be fully appreciated the critical reception of Impressionism in 
late-nineteenth century England one must view it in the proper historical context.  
Despite the negative attention the Impressionists drew in the English press, their 
efforts were not entirely fruitless.  Chapter Six shows how several groups in 
support of modern French art developed parallel to the spirit of antagonism. 
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CHAPTER SIX:  Despite critical opposition to French art, a following emerges 
  
 
 
Despite the efforts by some English critics, beginning in the early 1870s, to 
denounce French painting, and despite all the growing nationalist sentiments in 
England, French art continued to gain a following.  One might argue that 
because some critics were so vocal in their opposition, they accomplished the 
opposite effect intended:  The negative attention only enhanced an interest with 
young painters and critics, the public and, hence, gallery owners, eventually 
leading to a viable market for modern French pictures. 
 
 
1.  Supportive Critics 
 
Some of these more supportive critics suggested that the arrival of 
Impressionism constituted a ‘natural’ development.  “Nature demands that 
children should devour their parents,” wrote George Moore in Modern Painting, 
implying that changes in art may be inevitable.440  P.G. Hamerton similarly 
conceded in his Portfolio that such changes may be not only natural but 
necessary, saying “. . . these movements of rebellion in favour of Nature are the 
refreshments of Art itself, like waters brought from a distant lake or river to the 
                                                 
440 George Moore, “Decadence,” Speaker (September 3, 1892), quoted in Flint, 1984, op. cit., 122. 
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heart of some populous city. . . .”441  It seems that Hamerton was torn between 
wanting to be progressive and conventional at the same time.  Indeed, he found 
himself in a difficult position.  As author of the landmark article on professional 
art criticism in 1863, Hamerton did not have the luxury to brake his own rules.  
Rather, he carefully suggested that sometimes changes in art, as in nature, may 
have their place.  The young critic Gabriel Mourey, writing for the Art Journal, 
also conceded that the degeneration might, after all, be natural and unavoidable.  
He wisely recognized:  “Revolutions, alas! Are not to be averted – and sure 
enough the next one will burn the cathedrals, the museums, the libraries, and all 
that represents the past and mystery.”442  There is a difference, of course, between 
admitting that something may have naturally evolved and actually support it. 
Frederick Wedmore, writing for the Fortnightly Review, also attempted a 
non-biased assessment of Impressionism and cautiously positioned himself 
between praise and critique.443  In what has been described as the “first serious 
article on the Impressionists,”444 Wedmore found that the English had thus far 
failed to recognize the merits of Impressionism because they had not understood 
the aims of the modern movement.  Moreover, English critics had judged the 
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Impressionists with a bias towards traditional art.  Wedmore also argued that 
Impressionism had not been adequately represented in England.  He did not 
consider previous attempts to mix the Impressionists among the Society of 
French Painters as the proper way to highlight the unique characteristics of the 
new movement.  Wedmore gave the Impressionists credit for testing the 
“adaptability of modern life to the purposes of Art,” as something that had not 
been “fairly tried” in England.445   
As far as the issue of painting method was concerned, not all critics 
dismissed the Impressionist style as unfinished or sketchy and therefore as a 
moral danger to the English audience.  Speaking particularly in defense of Degas 
and Renoir, but also of Monet, Sisley, Manet and Pissarro, Morisot and Cassatt, 
the Daily Telegraph wrote the following of the landmark Impressionist exhibition 
at Dowdeswell’s gallery in 1883:  
It may be said, as a whole, of this exhibition that it contains few, if any, 
accidental, haphazard effects; that the paint-flinging theory cannot be 
taken as explaining any of its ‘impressions;’ and that, in physiognomy 
alone, it is abundantly striking and admirable.446 
 
Interestingly, this critic reminded his readers of the infamous Whistler-Ruskin 
trial brought about by Ruskin’s “paint-flinging” comment.  By so doing, he 
effectively tied Whistler’s method to that of the Impressionists and created 
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separation from traditional ‘Ruskinism’ without ever mentioning the name of the 
aging man. 
The reviewer of the Artist also recognized some good in the 
unconventional technique of the Impressionists.  He saw it as “but the means to 
an end.”  That end was truth – “truth in the representation of nature.”447  He 
wrote:   
. . . their merits the conscientious visitor will soon perceive for himself. 
The exhibition, important as it is, is hardly one to attract the mass. Truth is 
always unpalatable, and the public eye demoralised and prevented may 
fail to seen wherein consists the attraction of Impressionist art; but to the 
connoisseur, the artists, the student, and to the thinker about art Messrs. 
Dowdeswell’s gallery will be for some time a centre of interest.448 
 
 
2.  English painters follow French movements 
 
As has been discussed, traditional art critics as well as traditional English 
painters expressed growing concern over the influence French painting might 
have on young English artists.  Their worries were not unjustified, as 
contemporary painting from France appealed to several up-and-coming British 
painters.  Some of them, however, were more attracted to the French Rustic 
Naturalism of Jules Bastien-Lepage than they were to Impressionism.  Although 
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he made less effort to erase all traces of the brush than traditional academics did, 
Bastien-Lepage’s style was also far from the sketchiness that marked the method 
of the Impressionists.  Following the death of Jean-Francois Millet’s in 1875, his 
pictures of peasant life were being widely “re-assessed,” producing a following 
both in France and England.  Bastien-Lepage, Millet’s most important heir, first 
exhibited his works in England at the Royal Academy in 1878 and then at the 
Grosvenor Gallery in 1880, both times causing quite a stir.  Particularly his 
paintings Joan of Arc Listening to the Voices and Les Foins (1877) (Fig. 15), both of 
which were shown at the latter venue, polarized critical opinion.  The Spectator 
remarked that “. . . round his pictures there gathers constantly a little know of 
worshippers or scoffers, admiring or condemning in the most vehement 
manner.”449  Kenneth McConkey explains that it was the unrefined and un-heroic 
appearance of Lepage’s peasants that acted as an “assault upon the sensibilities 
of British spectators.”450   
As the debate over the English school of art demonstrates, the late 
seventies were not a high time for British painting.  France, in contrast, offered 
aspiring artists the possibility of training in the Ateliers of successful Salon 
painters, benefitting from the government’s support for the arts, as well as 
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generally enjoying “greater liberality” with regard to art education, all in an 
attractive, modern city like Paris.451  Consequently, a host of young English artists 
crossed the channel.  While studying at the Académie Julian, at the École des 
Beaux-Arts with Gérôme and Cabanel, and at the Ateliers Laurens during the 
late 1870s and early 1880s, young English painters, including Frederick Brown, 
Stanhope Forbes, George Clausen, Edward Stott and Edward Scott Tuke, soon 
became attracted to the Rustic Naturalism of Bastien-Lepage.  Meanwhile, in 
England, many critics and older painters voiced their disapproval of this trend.  
One of those who were vocal about their opposition was William Powell Frith.  
Realizing that the allure of Paris was not to be averted, however, he did his best 
to control the damage, counseling young English art students: 
Let the student study the best examples of the English painters . . . and 
while taking full advantage of the best training whether in France or 
elsewhere, let him always remember that he is an Englishman, and 
endeavour to produce pictures which – unlike some of those by French-
taught men – cannot be mistaken for foreign work.452 
 
John Everett Millais, formerly part of the pro-English Pre-Raphaelites, also 
believed that English painters were better off sticking to the art of their native 
country.  He too spoke out decisively against his young peers who “persist in 
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painting with a broken French accent.”453  W.H. Hunt joined the chorus of voices 
that disapproved of the sheer number young English painters seeking French art 
training.  Even in France, Hunt claimed, people marveled at this phenomenon: 
Yes! Honest eyes, indeed, there are in France who look with perfect 
bewilderment upon the rage among young men of England to turn from 
the individiualism of their predecessors and the exquisite taste for human 
beauty in English work, to acquire instead the trade of painting as it is 
taught in Paris.454 
 
Regardless of the disapproval their older colleagues showed, young painters 
boldly continued to follow their aspirations in the Parisian ateliers of French 
masters.  
Not every English artist who was committed to learn the secrets of French 
painting, however, had to leave London.  Some came under the tutelage of 
Alphonse Legros at the South Kensington School of Art.  Together with those 
returning from Paris, they were eager to practice their art in England.  A number 
of painters, including Lamorna Birch, Walter Langley Albert Chevallier Tayler, 
Henry Scott Tuke, Thomas Cooper Gotch, Stanhope Forbes and Frank Bramley 
relocated to rural English town of Newlyn in Cornwall which had a mild climate 
similar to that in France, allowing them to paint outdoors most of the year.  They 
became known as the Newlyn School and were devoted followers of Bastien-
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Lepage’s Rustic Naturalist style.  Others, including Philip Wilson Steer, Walter 
Sickert and Fred Brown were soon drawn to Whistler, Monet and Degas and 
eventually became known as the ‘English Impressionists.’  The idea of working 
en plein air was the common denominator of these two groups.  In 1886, 
individuals from both camps formed an exhibiting society called the New 
English Art Club.  Their alternatively proposed, but ultimately rejected title, 
Society of Anglo-French Painters, indicates their unapologetic embrace of French 
painting.  They wanted to create opportunities for those rejected by the Academy 
to exhibit their work.  Notable members included Thomas Gotch, Philip Wilson 
Steer, Stanhope Forbes, George Clausen, Fred Brown and John Singer Sargent.  
During the early years, the New English exhibited mostly Rustic Naturalist 
pictures in the style of Millet, Breton and Bastien-Lepage.   
Far from constituting a harmonious group of like-minded utopians, 
however, the New English consisted of several cliques with varying interests, 
who were often at odds with each other.  Walter Sickert, a pupil of Whistler and 
admirer of Degas, joined the group in 1888.  Less interested in painting outdoors, 
Sickert preferred interior scenes of urban leisure life, similar to Degas.  Despite 
accommodating painters from a variety of backgrounds and interests, the Club 
shared a common interest in French art in terms of both subject matter and 
stylistic treatment.  They also shared a general opposition to the exclusive 
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practices of the Royal Academy.  Perhaps because of this rejection of established 
convention, they became a target for xenophobic attacks in the conservative 
press.  It was reported of George Clausen several years before his membership in 
the New English Art Club, for example, that his work demonstrated the artist’s 
“insensibility to beauty equal to Bastien-Lepage’s.”455   
While the paintings exhibited by the Club were at first more reminiscent 
of the Paris Salon, several members soon leaned towards Impressionism.  
Edward Morris identified Philip Wilson Steer’s A Summer’s Evening (1887-1888) 
(Fig. 16), as being “among the first British paintings to be directly inspired by 
Monet and French Impressionism.”456  After he had been rejected by the Royal 
Academy, Philip Wilson Steer studied in Paris from 1882 to 1884, where he came 
into contact with Impressionism.  He hoped to make Impressionism more 
palatable to an English audience which was suspicious of French influence in art.  
In 1891, Steer tried strategically to legitimize Impressionism: 
We are told that Impressionism is a passing craze and nothing but a 
fashion. Is there any fashion, I would ask, in painting grass green instead 
of brown; in making a sky recede and hold its right place in the picture 
instead of hitting one in the eye? Is it a craze that we should recognize the 
fact that nature is bathed in atmosphere? Is it a fashion to treat a picture so 
that unity of vision may be achieved by insisting on certain parts more 
than others? No! it is not fashion, it is a law.457 (emphasis not added) 
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First, Steer attempted to “legalize” Impressionism, arguing that because they 
adhered to the laws of beauty and nature, Impressionists could not be described 
as renegade outlaws.  Second, he tried to legitimize the modern style by ‘de-
nationalizing’ it and placing it into a historical context.  Steer rejected the claim 
that Impressionism was something new and bore the traits of a specific 
nationality.  He argued instead that Impressionism, although it was timeless, had 
a verifiable pedigree and that it was neither restricted to a specific time period or 
nationality: 
Impressionism in Art has always existed from the time when Phidias 
sculptured the Parthenon frieze and Giotto and Donatello created saints 
and madonnas and Tintoret and Veronese decorated Venetian palaces and 
Velazquez painted poems from crinolines and dwarfs and later when 
Reynolds and Gainsborough dignified their sitters till they became 
goddesses. So Impressionism is of no country and of no period; it has been 
from the beginning . . . .458 
 
Steer tried to negate the claim frequently made during the 1880s that 
Impressionism was a logical product of the French character.  This was an 
essential argument if he and his colleagues in England hoped to convince critics, 
dealers and patrons that in supporting Impressionism they did not compromise 
their English patriotism and that the purchase of their pictures did not mean a 
betrayal of their country. 
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Like Steer, the young art critic Dugald Sutherland MacColl, who had 
himself studied painting in Paris and now wrote art reviews for the Spectator, 
defended his fellow-artists who had been trained in France.  He, too, tried to 
liberate the Impressionist technique from nationalist considerations: 
. . . to shut off the painter from the methods of seeing and rendering 
developed in other places, is absurd; for those methods have, so far as 
they are good, a universal validity, their connection with the place where 
they are first developed is accidental, and they can be applied with 
advantage to the familiar subject. Where should we English have learned 
painting at all, if not from abroad?459 
 
McConkey explains that in spite of such attempts to appease the critics, many 
still perceived the New English Art Club as “a good deal more revolutionary” 
than the focus on the words in the title, “English Art,” would suggest.  Critics 
doubted that such a reference to Englishness in the title was justified, arguing 
that the Club was “much more new than English.”460  The debate over the 
nationality of art was therefore far from settled.  In fact, it had only been 
exacerbated by the persistence of French Naturalism and Impressionism taking 
such a strong hold on English painters.  Essentially, it boiled down to a debate 
between those who favored a nationalist and those who curried an 
internationalist world view. 
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Before long the democratic ideology among certain members of the New 
English Art Club gave way to a policy of exclusive treatment.  Morris notes that 
after its membership declined from eighty-five to thirty-six between 1887 and 
1893, it became clear that, although initially founded as a “democratic, inclusive 
and pluralist alternative” to the Royal Academy, the New English Art Club 
ended up being “as intolerant” as the Academy.461  Mostly the self-styled ‘English 
Impressionists’ survived the sifting process.   
Moreover, what is particularly remarkable is that a few of them began to 
sever their ties with France.  Although they had once been so open to modernity 
from abroad, P.W. Steer, Brown and Sickert, who taught at various art schools in 
London, actually began discouraging their students from going to Paris to study.  
Steer and Sickert wanted to stress the ‘Englishness’ of their Club, denying any 
French influence in their work.  They even went as far as attempting to re-write 
history, claiming that Impressionism had originated in England with 
Gainsborough, Reynolds, Turner and all the other familiar names.   
Even the Francophile critic McColl joined the propaganda, claiming that 
French and English artists “ran a parallel course,” but that the English origins lay 
with Constable.462  P.G. Hamerton agreed, arguing that Impressionism was 
launched in England with Turner as a “precursor” and that Constable also was 
                                                 
461 Morris, op. cit., 273.  
462 MacColl, op. cit., 40. 
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“decidedly” an Impressionist.  They only differed from their modern French 
counterparts, he argued, in the supposedly minor aspect that the former, unlike 
the latter, did not work “exclusively” en plein air.463  Morris notes that this 
“conscious rejection of French influence” was “characteristic of the nationalism 
of the period.”464  Sickert described the Club’s independence from France several 
years later, in 1910: 
The atmosphere of English society acting on a gifted group of painters, 
who had learned what they knew either in Paris or from Paris, has 
provided a school with aims and qualities altogether different from those 
of the Impressionists. The New English Art Club picture has tended to be 
a composite product in which an educated colour vision has been applied 
to themes already long approved and accepted in this country.465 
 
The idea that the origins of French Impressionism were in England’s Romantic 
tradition is significant, for it echoes the observations art critics made during the 
1870s with regard to the Barbizon painters descending from England.  Like the 
issues regarding technical skill, the use of modern subject matter and the 
revolutionary character of French painting, this argument did not originate with 
the Impressionists, but had been used in the English press since the early 1870s.  
Regardless of these few individuals who denounced their admiration of France, 
however, many British artists continued to take pride in their French roots.  
                                                 
463 Hamerton, op. cit., quoted in Flint, 1984, op. cit., 67. 
464 Morris, op. cit., 275. 
465 Walter Sickert, The Complete Writings on Art, ed. A.G. Robins (Oxford:  Oxford University 
Press, 2000), 241, quoted in Morris, op. cit., 276. 
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3.  Private galleries support French art 
Impressionism also continued to gain support from private picture dealers 
in London.  In 1883, the Artist had claimed that the Impressionists were 
themselves partly at fault for their poor reception in England.  He argued that 
they had simply not sought enough exposure.  In order to expect proper 
appraisal, therefore, the Artist recommended that they should present their work 
more aggressively before the public both in France or England.   
The problem of under-representation was soon to become rectified.  The 
comprehensive exhibition of 1883 in London was an important step in that 
direction.466  Impressionist exhibitions in London’s galleries, including one-man 
retrospectives, soon took place at a remarkable rate.  In the winter of 1887-8, 
Whistler boldly invited Monet to exhibit a large number of pictures at the Royal 
Society of British Artists during his two-year stint as its president.  It resulted, 
however, in Whistler’s deposition.  One year later, an exhibition of twenty 
‘Impressions by Claude Monet’ was staged at the New English Art Club’s at the 
Goupil Gallery.  In 1891, Monet and Degas exhibited again with the New English 
Art Club.  The twentieth century picked up where the nineteenth century had left 
off.  By that point, Impressionism had been established as a staple in London’s 
numerous galleries.  For instance, a retrospective of thirty-seven of Monet’s 
                                                 
466 Artist (May 1, 1883):  137. 
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London pictures took place in 1904.  Durand-Ruel also continued his lucrative 
business with French Impressionism in England.  In 1905, he brought a total of 
three-hundred works of all major representatives to the Grafton Gallery, which 
elicited a substantial response from the press.   
William Holman Hunt, who observed the support from certain critics and 
gallery owners, openly blamed them for the difficult situation in which some 
English painters found themselves due to this promotion of foreign art.  He 
sneered that    
. . . the common critics, playing into the hands of French and Frenchified 
picture-dealers, are responsible, who have so cried up the Croutes as to 
take away the fair chance of any English painter getting a living with the 
competition from abroad, unless he in some way will adopt the style (. . .) 
there is not demand enough in England for Art for her own sons (. . .) and 
many most capable English artists are driven from the opportunity of 
continuing their profession by the inroad of foreigners, amongst whom 
Americans would not be classed did they not first go to Paris and lose all 
the character of the common race by their training in denationalizing 
mannerism.467 
 
For Hunt, art was always inextricably linked to a certain nationality.  Americans 
only became foreigners, in his view, by adopting the “denationalizing” painting 
techniques from Paris.  Likewise, English artists who went to Paris thus acquired 
an ‘artistic passport,’ so-to-speak, of France.  Hunt compared the struggle against 
foreign influences as a sort of defense against military invasion.  He warned:  
“However righteous and valiant an army may be, there is no resistance possible 
                                                 
467 W. Holman Hunt, New Review 4 (May 1891):  430. 
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after betrayal.”468  Nevertheless, Hunt’s incessant nationalistic rhetoric involving 
was not new to the Impressionists.  His argument, first articulated in 1852 in 
response to the fears of French military invasion rampant at that time, had been 
carefully channeled into the cultural arena by the end of the century.  That 
process, however, had ensued more than fifteen years earlier, during the mid-
seventies, when the French presence in England had first triggered a range of 
reviews and opinions from art critics on heightened alert.  Nonetheless, the 
rhetoric Hunt used at the end of the century had lost none of its efficacy.  Those 
English artists, critics and dealers who had catered to the taste for French art 
were, as he boldly determined, traitors to their homeland.  They were 
responsible, he claimed, for allowing England and its native artists to become 
subordinate servants to France.  
Hunt’s tirade shows that the England’s periodical press, art critics and 
painters remained divided with regard to the influences of French Art 
throughout the remainder of the nineteenth century.  With each successive 
exhibition and retrospective, however, Impressionism gained greater popularity 
among the English public.   
 
 
                                                 
468 Ibid. 
 240 
 
 
4.  Conclusion 
The debate over nationality in art which was steadily heating up 
throughout the 1880s was firmly rooted in the 1870s.  This was the first time 
when English critics, artists and dealers were confronted with a much greater 
amount of French art and artists on English soil.  At that time some tolerated and 
others condemned foreign influences.  The difference more than a decade later, 
was that English artists had begun to express their admiration for French art to 
the point of leaving their homeland to study in France.  Thus, concerns in the 
press with regard to the future of the English school of painting also continued to 
grow.   
Nevertheless, despite the opposition in the Victorian periodical press, 
French painting continued to gain a steady following in England, particularly 
after the Impressionists began to exhibit more aggressively in 1882.  First, some 
critics began writing more objective and supportive appraisals.  Many young 
painters followed modern French movements and established painter’s 
associations and exhibiting clubs where they could exercise their French 
discipleship freely.  Due to the efforts of a few determined young Englishmen, 
Impressionism eventually became a common sight in London’s art societies and 
exhibition galleries.  Gallery owners, certainly inspired by a corresponding 
public demand, organized frequent exhibitions of Impressionist figures as the 
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century drew to a close.  Stanhope Forbes, one of those who had studied in Paris, 
continued to defend his decision.  Surely, he spoke for many of his colleagues 
when he insisted that “art should be universal and know nothing of geographical 
divisions.”469  Whether or not his wish ever materialized fully, one thing is 
certain:  No matter how hard some English art critics and painters tried to cast 
French painting as a threat to the moral and artistic integrity of the English 
nation, French art was not eradicated from the English art market.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
469 Stanhope Forbes, “The Treatment of Modern Life in Art,” Transactions of the National Association 
for the Advancement of Art and its Application to Industry (1890):  123-130, quoted in Morris, op. cit., 
286. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
This study has examined the critical reception of French art during the last 
quarter of the nineteenth century in order to show that the initial negative 
reception of Impressionism in the British periodical press was a direct result of 
the unprecedented conditions of the art world in London created during the 
‘transitional’ 1870s.  That reception can therefore only be fully appreciated when 
placed within the context of this time period.    
From the middle of the nineteenth century, French art experienced a 
steady rise in popularity in England.  This trend continued until the early 1870s 
when several French artists settled in London as refugees or economic migrants.  
The 1870s were marked by improvements in the system of English art criticism, 
the creation of alternative exhibition spaces, and more scrutiny on the part of art 
critics with regard to national differences between the English and French 
nations.  English critics learned a number of things by analyzing foreign artists.  
They took advantage of the opportunity to assess the differences between French 
and British art.  In the process, many resorted to century-old national stereotypes 
that cast the French as a bad influence on the moral health of the nation.  Many 
art critics exercised unabated self-criticism, recognizing that Britain’s painting 
tradition had stagnated and was lagging behind that of France.  While all critics 
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demanded reform and improvement in this department, they offered different 
solutions on how to handle the present crisis.  Some resorted to celebrating the 
past glories of England’s School of painting, arguing that France’s landscape 
painting descended from England’s Romantic painters.  Others suggested that 
foreign influences and especially those from France were to be blamed for 
England’s present condition of decline.  They demanded a rejection of foreign 
artists and styles, hoping it would result in the advancement of homegrown art.  
Art critical opinion was becoming increasingly ambivalent and suspicious of 
foreign influences. 
It comes as no surprise then, given these circumstances, that the 
Impressionists were initially not received with great enthusiasm in the English 
press.  Despite the lack of appreciation, Durand-Ruel was relentless in trying to 
gain success in England.  At last, critics recognized they could not ignore the 
revolutionary movement any longer.  The charges they leveled against 
Impressionism, however, were not at all original or untried.  As has been shown, 
most, if not all of the issues had been recycled for at least a decade by the time 
the English periodical press finally decided to ‘deal’ with Impressionism.  The 
topic of national characteristics in art was as relevant as ever.  Others chided the 
sketchy technique, which, in stark contrast to the previously cited complaint of 
over-emphasizing technical accomplishment, was seen as a pitfall of French 
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artists.  In this regard, the Barbizon painters had been the target of frequent 
attacks by English art critics.  Even the charge against the depiction of modern-
day subjects was not new to the critics of Impressionism, as Tissot and his circle 
had been criticized on this very ground since the early 1870s.  Impressionism 
surpassed by far the Naturalism of the Barbizon school, as well as Bastien-
Lepage’s Rustic Naturalism, which also became known in England during the 
early 1880s.  This provided many English critics with the very argument they 
had needed, namely that French art was demonstrably in decline and not worth 
emulating.  
 Of course, the currents of support for innovative art from France 
continued to exist parallel to the antagonistic vein.  A rising number of young 
English painters left England to study in Paris, while others adopted French 
techniques and subjects from expatriates living in London.  Many of them 
became disciples of French Rustic Naturalism and Impressionism.  Critics, too, 
began to recognize the merits of the movements and defended them against 
attack.   
 The development of attitudes concerning French art in England during the 
nineteenth century has not been a steady progress from ignorance to admiration.  
Rather, due to many political, social and cultural factors, the appreciation of 
French art in England evolved slightly differently during every passing decade.  
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This study has shown that the 1870s were particularly unique in that process for 
the immense changes in the art exhibition world due to migration patterns, 
coupled with rapid advances in the world of exhibition and press publication.  
The seventies were a unique period of time in that they brought about the first 
detailed analysis of French art in nineteenth-century England.  Moreover, this 
period allows us to trace the effects of an initial admiration for all things foreign 
on England’s cultural self-confidence.  It has been shown that many critics and 
artists in Britain felt challenged, even threatened by the influx of foreign talent 
and the exodus of native talent.  That provided the context necessary for 
understanding the overwhelmingly negative reaction towards early 
Impressionism.   
 The ultimate triumph of Impressionism in England took place after that 
‘imaginary’ turn of the century.  What seemed impossible one hundred years ago 
is commonplace today.  Nowadays, the presence of French art in England is 
universal.  The National Gallery’s West Wing holds a remarkable collection of 
modern French painting from 1860 to 1900, the Courtauld Institute is home to a 
fine collection of Impressionist art and one of the twelve copies of Rodin’s 
Burghers of Calais (1889) (Fig. 17), has graced Victoria tower gardens behind the 
Houses of Parliament since 1911.  Judging by these phenomena, there is reason 
for hope that the world increases in understanding and acceptance of things 
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foreign and ‘other.’  As the world of arts and economics continues down the path 
of globalization, it will continue to encounter the issues discussed in this study.  
It is to be hoped that the trend towards internationalism and tolerance will 
continue its forward movement and not yield to national stereotypes and small-
mindedness once so prevalent in the nineteenth-century English press criticism 
of French painting. 
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Gallery, London (Morris, Edward.  French Art in Nineteenth-Century Britain.  
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ten-Doesschate.  Nineteenth-Century European Art.  New York:  Harry N. Abrams, 
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Fig. 14  Mary Cassatt, Girl in the Garden, 1880-2, oil on canvas, 92 x 65 cm.  Musée 
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New York:  Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 2003.  Fig. 16-16, page 373) 
 
Fig. 16  Philip Wilson Steer, A Summer’s Evening, 1887-8, oil on canvas, 1.46 x 2.28 
m.   Private collection (http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/art/3645179/Art-sales-
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Fig. 17  Auguste Rodin, The Burghers of Calais, 1889, bronze, Victoria tower 
gardens, London (Private photograph taken by Philipp Malzl, April 5, 2009) 
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Fig. 10  James Tissot, The Thames, 1876   
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Fig. 16  Philip Wilson Steer, A Summer’s Evening, 1887-8 
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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 
During the twenty year period between the early 1850s and 70s, French art 
attained unprecedented popularity in England.  From this point forward, 
however, the opinion of English art critics became increasingly divided 
concerning the merits of continental art, in particular art from France.  Some 
critics feared that the stereotypical notions suggesting relaxed moral standards of 
the French would threaten to pervert the English public.  Others were concerned 
that the painting tradition of England would be eradicated altogether due to 
foreign cultural predominance.   
Initially, the French Impressionists encountered a particularly critical 
reception in the English press.  The fears and concerns that were first voiced 
around the mid-seventies were later magnified because of these extraordinary 
painters from France.  In order to understand this phenomenon, one must look 
beyond the Impressionists and their critics to examine the decade before they 
agitated the English art scene.  The transitional phase of the 1870s was a unique 
and important period within the development of Victorian art criticism.  During 
this decade the critical reception of French art in the English press underwent a 
decisive shift from appreciation to suspicion.  In fact, each objection that was 
voiced against the Impressionists during the 1880s was an echo or modified 
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version of complaints that had been leveled against other French painters who 
had been working in the British capitol during the 1870s.   
 A number of factors contributed to an increasingly critical view of foreign 
art in England.  These include the newly-gained access of the middle class to the 
art market, the professionalization of art criticism, the rapid growth in periodical 
and newspaper publications, the increase in continental painters competing for a 
share of the London market and last the emergence of alternative exhibition 
venues outside of the Royal Academy.  English art critics responded to the 
rapidly growing profile of French art in London in different ways.  Some focused 
on the apparent differences between French and British art, resorting largely to 
traditional stereotypes, prejudice and nationalist ideas.  Others, in the 
meanwhile, critically examined the state of the English School of painting in the 
wake of foreign invasion.   
The reception of French Impressionist painters in England, 
overwhelmingly negative at first, was therefore a direct and logical result of the 
preconditions created during the phase of transition in English art criticism.  The 
issues raised time and again both in general newspapers and specialist 
periodicals were therefore neither novel nor arbitrary.  The idea that 
Impressionism reflected the revolutionary nature of the French mind, for 
instance, had been raised numerous times before Monet and his circle ever 
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exhibited their works in the art galleries of London.  Moreover, like their 
Impressionist colleagues later on, French painters active in Britain during the 
1870s were also frequently accused of subverting the high moral standard of the 
English public and its painters through their deliberate and unapologetic 
depiction of modern life and their eccentric treatment of the canvas.   
While anti-French sentiments were indeed steadily on the rise, they were 
balanced by a group of Francophiles.  A growing number of English painters 
went to study painting in France, while more liberally-minded critics began to 
defend modern French painters against the xenophobic attacks of their 
conservative peers.  Nevertheless, even this parallel current of support is better 
appreciated when seen through the lens of the transitional 1870s, the decade 
when England was first confronted with the question of how to deal with the 
increased presence of French art. 
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ZUSAMMENFASSUNG 
 
 
 
In den zwanzig Jahren zwischen den frühen 1850ern und 70ern erlangte 
die französische Kunst beispiellose Popularität in England. Von diesem Moment 
an teilte sich jedoch die Meinung englischer Kunstkritiker zunehmend mit Bezug 
auf den Wert europäischer Kunst und insbesondere jener aus Frankreich. Einige 
Kritiker befürchteten, dass die als besonders französisch gehandelten 
Stereotypen, wie beispielsweise ein entspannter moralischer Standard, die 
englische Öffentlichkeit verderben könnten. Andere zeigten sich besorgt, dass 
Englands bildnerische Tradition durch fremde kulturelle Vorherrschaft gänzlich 
ausgelöscht werden würde.  
Anfangs trafen die französischen Impressionisten auf eine besonders 
kritische Rezeption von Seiten der englischen Presse. Befürchtungen und 
Bedenken, die erstmals in der Mitte der Siebzigern laut wurden, intensivierten 
sich später aufgrund der außergewöhnlichen Maler aus Frankreich. Um diese 
Erscheinung nachzuvollziehen, muss man über die Impressionisten und deren 
Kritiker hinaus blicken und das Jahrzehnt betrachten bevor sie die englische 
Kunstszene in Aufruhr versetzten. In diesem Sinne stellt die Übergangsphase der 
1870er eine einzigartige und wichtige Periode in der Entwicklung viktorianischer 
Kunstkritik dar. Während dieses Jahrzehnts machte die Rezeption französischer 
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Kunst von englischen Kritikern einen entscheidenden Wandel durch, welcher 
sich als Ausgangspunkt für die negative Reaktion auf den französischen 
Impressionismus entscheidend auswirken sollte. In der Tat war jeder Einspruch, 
der gegen die Impressionisten während den 1880er Jahren gebracht wurde nichts 
anderes als ein Echo, beziehungsweise eine angepasste Version von Klagen, die 
bereits während der 1870er gegen die in der britischen Hauptstadt arbeitenden 
französischen Maler erteilt wurden.  
 Eine Reihe von Faktoren legte den Grundstein für die zunehmend 
kritische Ansicht ausländischer Kunst in England. Diese umfassen den 
neuerworbenen Zugang der englischen Mittelschicht zum Kunstmarkt, die 
Professionalisierung der Kunstkritik, der rapide Zuwachs an neuem 
Pressematerial, die anwachsende Einwanderung ausländischer Maler, welche 
mit einheimischen Künstlern um einen Anteil des Londoner Marktes kämpften 
und letztendlich die Entstehung von alternativen Ausstellungsorten außerhalb 
der Royal Academy. Englische Kunstkritiker antworteten auf die rapide 
ansteigende Präsenz französischer Kunst in London auf zwei Weisen. Einerseits 
konzentrierten sich manche auf die Unterschiede zwischen französischer Kunst 
im Verhältnis zu britischer Kunst, wobei sie sich zum Großteil auf traditionelle 
Stereotypen, Vorurteile und nationalistische Ideologien stützten. Andere 
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untersuchten währenddessen den Zustand der englischen Kunstschule in 
Anbetracht fremder Invasion.  
Die Rezeption der französischen Impressionisten in England, welche 
anfangs überwältigend negativ ausfiel, war also ein direktes und logisches 
Ergebnis des Zustands, der während der Übergangsphase in der englischen 
Kunstkritik entstand. Die Sachverhalte, welche immer wieder in den allgemeinen 
Zeitungen und spezialisierten Zeitschriften mit Bezug auf den Impressionismus 
thematisiert wurden, waren daher weder neu noch arbiträr. Die Vorstellung, 
beispielsweise, dass der Impressionismus das revolutionäre Wesen des 
französischen Gemüts offenbare, war zuvor wiederholt auf andere französische 
Maler angewandt worden und zwar Jahre bevor Monet und sein Kreis deren 
Arbeiten in den Gallerien Londons ausstellten. Darüber hinaus wurden 
französische Maler, die während der 1870er in Britannien wirkten, wie deren 
Kollegen unter den Impressionisten regelmäßig der Subversion des angeblich 
hohen moralischen Standards der englischen Öffentlichkeit und deren Maler 
durch ihre vorsätzliche und kompromisslose Darstellung des modernen Lebens 
und durch die extentrische Bearbeitung der Leinwand beschuldigt.  
Während anti-französische Stimmungen tatsächlich stetig anstiegen, 
wurden diese von einer Gruppe frankophil gestimmter Individuen ausgeglichen. 
Eine wachsende Anzahl englischer Maler begab sich in den frühen 1880ern nach 
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Frankreich um dort die Malerei zu studieren, während mehr liberal gesinnte 
Kritiker begannen moderne französische Maler gegen die ausländerfeindlichen 
Angriffe ihrer konservativen Kollegen in der Presse zu verteidigen. Selbst diese 
parallele Strömung der Unterstützung kann jedoch besser verstanden werden, 
wenn man sie durch die Linse der Übergangsperiode der 1870er betrachtet, jener 
Zeit also, in der England zum ersten Mal mit der Frage konfrontiert war, wie mit 
der erhöhten Präsenz französischer Kunst umzugehen war. 
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